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After Grenfell
  James Butler, writing about the Grenfell Tower Inquiry, correctly acknowledges the 'absurd' ease with which inquiry recommendations can be ignored (LRB, 10  October). While there is a legal duty to respond to official reports and recommendations, there is no way of tracking what progress, if any, has been made. The attitude of some recipients is  captured in a remark made by a 'mid-ranking civil servant' in response to recommendations from the coroner investigating the deaths of the six victims of the Lakanal House fire in 2009: 'We only  have a duty to respond to the coroner, not kiss her backside.'
  At Inquest, a charity working with bereaved families following state-related deaths, we repeatedly see how the failure to enact recommendations from coroners and inquiries can have fatal  consequences and lead to a loss of faith in the recommendation process. Yet we would caution against Butler's suggestion that the way forward would be to create a 'unit in the Cabinet Office'  responsible for monitoring and enforcing recommendations. We have been campaigning for the government to set up a 'national oversight mechanism', an independent public body that would collate,  analyse and follow up actions taken in response to recommendations. Only a body independent of government can guarantee the level of scrutiny and accountability required.


Rosanna Ellul

				Inquest
			


Close to the Scaffold
Matthew Bevis writes astutely about Hardy's complex relation to women (LRB, 10 October). However he overlooks Robert Gittings's biography Young Thomas Hardy from 1975, which includes some fascinating detail about an experience the 16-year-old Hardy had that might have been the genesis of the intermingling of sex and death in his imagination. In Dorchester on 9 August 1856, he witnessed the public execution for murder of Elizabeth Martha Brown. He made sure he got close to the scaffold, so close that he could see her features through the rain-damp cloth over her face. The executioner had to reascend the scaffold to tie Brown's dress so that she should not be exposed as she swung. Gittings quotes Hardy, writing in his eighties: 'What a fine figure she showed against the sky as she hung in the misty rain, and how the tight black silk gown set off her shape as she wheeled half round and back.'


Peter J. Andrews

				London EC1
			


Invasions of Lebanon
  Adam Shatz, writing about the emergence of Hizbullah, skips over 1978 (LRB, 24 October). That year, in Operation Litani, the IDF captured Lebanese  territory up to the Litani river. It was by far Israel's largest military operation in the country since its first occupation of southern Lebanon in 1948-49. The creation of the UN Interim Force  facilitated only a partial withdrawal of the Israeli military. The IDF remained in effective control of the 10-kilometre-deep border strip administered by a proxy militia, the South Lebanon Army.  Israel's invasion of Lebanon in 1982 is justifiably remembered as the invasion - the one that had seismic regional consequences. But from the perspective of southern Lebanon, it was the  second major invasion of the period. It cemented the Israeli military's control over what became known as the security zone, which they retained, after their withdrawal from the rest of Lebanon in  1985, until 2000.


Owain Lawson

				Lehigh University
			


Index Trouble
  Katherine Harloe writes perceptively about Oswyn Murray's essays (LRB, 10 October). One Oxford classical historian who doesn't get a mention is G.E.M. de  Ste Croix, who taught at New College between 1953 and 1977, perhaps because he was from an earlier generation (born in 1910) and took a path to academia different from that of the Balliol  classicists, but also because his most notable work, The Class Struggle in the Ancient Greek World (1981), has a very different historiographic lineage.
  Unlike Murray et al, de Ste Croix did briefly become a household name - at least in our household, where my mum was a classics teacher. The schoolmaster who taught us ancient history told of trying  to track down a copy of an earlier work, The Origins of the Peloponnesian War, in his local public library, with the librarian apparently flummoxed by the idiosyncratic indexing of  G.E.M.'s surname. 'De Sainte Croicks!!' became something of a catchphrase for the lower sixth.


Nick Young

				Northampton
			

  Katherine Harloe, referring to Oswyn Murray's renunciation letter to Boris Johnson, writes: 'This seems to me to say far more about Murray's sense of self and the notion of Balliol as capital of  the oikumene than it does about Johnson.' To me it seems to say that Murray has a sense of humour.


David Harris

				Edinburgh
			


Buckets of Blood
  Michael Hofmann's review of the Chaim Soutine retrospective at the Louisiana Museum in Denmark joins the slim minority of Soutine criticism - in both French and English - that is worthy of its  subject (LRB, 24 October). A few minor clarifications. Hofmann writes that Soutine would cut up or otherwise make disappear any of his paintings if left  alone with them by a careless owner. It's true that he would seek out old paintings of his - almost always from his earliest period, painted in Ceret between 1918 and 1920 - and destroy them if  he'd decided he disapproved of them. The reason he went to the lengths of shredding (and burning) them is that thieves would notoriously root through Soutine's bins for confiscated canvases, which  they would patch up and sell as authentic works. But he only did this in rare cases and most of the paintings remain because he was proud of them.
  Hofmann is justly taken by Soutine's still lifes of raw meat. 'It is hard to know what they are for,' he writes. 'Not boasts, not for salivating.' But we do know why Soutine chose to paint them -  he was quoting. In the first instance, Flayed Beef was inspired by Rembrandt's Le Boeuf ecorche (1655), which Soutine visited ritualistically at the Louvre along with Chardin's  game paintings. Hofmann marvels at the quality of Soutine's crimsons: the story of the buckets of blood he used to douse the strung-up beef corpse in his studio is notorious in Soutine lore.
  Finally, Hofmann notes that Soutine's violent and gorgeous brush is grounded in reality. He is right: Soutine only ever painted directly from life - never from imagination, memory or a photograph.  When he was moved to repeat Rembrandt he had to go and buy a beef carcass and hang it from hooks in his studio. When the meat dried to brown he bought the blood.


Celeste Marcus

				Washington DC
			


Variations on a Theme
  Terry Eagleton quotes Lacan's parody of Descartes's 'cogito, ergo sum' as 'I think where I am not, and I am not where I think' (LRB, 10 October). Lacan  did indeed suggest various substitutes for the Cogito, but the version cited by Eagleton wasn't one of them. His most advanced revision, 'Je pense ou je ne suis pas, donc je suis ou je ne pense  pas,' appeared in an essay from 1957, 'L'instance de la lettre dans l'inconscient ou la raison depuis Freud', which was also the first of his essays to be translated into English, for an issue of  Yale French Studies on structuralism that appeared just before the celebrated Baltimore conference of October 1966. In his meticulous translation, Jan Miel rendered Lacan's Cartesian  permutation as 'I think where I am not, therefore I am where I think not.'


Dany Nobus

				London NW3
			


Disturbers of the Peace
  Sheila Fitzpatrick describes Soviet dissidents as 'determinedly apolitical' (LRB, 24 October). But this wasn't because they were uninterested in politics  or had no idea of the kind of polity they would like to see. They simply saw that attempting to take part in Soviet politics at the time was a mug's game. The Soviet system was unreformable, and  calling for its destruction would also lead nowhere, except probably to a labour camp. So they stuck to the issue where they thought some modest results might be achievable, namely human rights.


Patrick Worsnip

				Cambridge
			


On Hospitality
Jonathan Ree, writing about Nietzsche's Zarathustra, understands 'deutsch und deutlich' to mean 'in plain German', and 'deutsch und derb' to refer to 'coarse and unclear' German (LRB, 10 October). As a native speaker I have to disagree. In this context, both phrases are variations of 'speaking the truth directly'. When the king uses the term 'derb', he is suggesting that Zarathustra speaks inconsiderately, even offensively (though the king doesn't actually take offence).


Nikolay Sturm

				Seefeld, Germany
			


Ontario's Problem
Sophie Lewis describes an incident that took place in 2017 at an Imperial Oil refinery close to the Canadian border and the city of Sarnia, 'a town of 70,000 people near Detroit' (LRB, 1 August). Sarnia and the refinery are both on the Canadian side of the St Clair River, which forms part of the boundary between Ontario and Michigan. Some videos of the refinery fire were captured from the Michigan side of the river, and the story made the news in Detroit, but the event took place in Canada. It was the responsibility of the Ontario Ministry of the Environment - not the Canadian Ministry of the Environment, as Lewis has it - to investigate the incident. In 2019, the provincial ministry announced that its investigation had concluded and no charges could be laid. Politicians and residents on both sides of the Canada-US border regularly express concern about industrial incidents in Sarnia's 'Chemical Valley'.


Sandra Megaffin

				Ottawa
			


Inventing Nothing
  Tom Johnson is right to say that the concept of zero reached Europe via Arabic scholars, but its invention dates back considerably further, to Indian mathematicians of the third century  BCE (LRB, 24 October).


Dave Morris

				London SW12
			


Off the Land
  Oliver Cussen notes that Malthus 'had a very narrow appreciation of the ways people lived off the land' (LRB, 26 September). It is not sufficiently  recognised that until at least the 16th century, substantial numbers of people in the UK still lived what was in essence a hunter-gatherer existence, in the very large areas of commonly owned land  that were rich in food and other resources. The enclosures of Elizabethan times led to a moral panic about 'vagabonds' which can be seen in the literature of the time: many people were left with  nowhere to go except the roads. As You Like It becomes a different play once you realise that as it was being written, the actual Forest of Arden, which Shakespeare knew from childhood,  was being enclosed and its inhabitants evicted.


Nick Totton

				Sheffield
			


Horny Robot Baby Voice
  I'm glad to hear that James Vincent's family is making Alexa feel at home (LRB, 10 October). But I would caution them to address her very clearly. When I  asked her 'How long can I keep salmon in the freezer?' her answer clearly implied she thought I'd said 'someone'. I've been terrified of police car sirens ever since.


Roger Britton

				Dorchester, Dorset
			






This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.lrb.co.uk/the-paper/v46/n21/letters
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Great Power Politics
Adam Tooze on Bidenomics

6102 wordsAs sparks  fly up from the welding rods, the beak of a bald eagle emblazoned on the welder's mask curves menacingly towards the viewer. With comic-book subtlety the image screams: American industrial power at work. It's an image of industrialism more redolent of socialist realism or the New Deal than of the 21st century. And yet there is nothing tongue in cheek about it. The image adorns the front cover of the National Defence Industrial Strategy, a document released at the start of what would turn out to be Joe Biden's final year in office. Across its glossy pages, a roster of contemporary Americans weld things, move molten metal in and out of furnaces, and haul their bulky bodies through cargo planes. It's Top Gun meets McKinsey, well-lit, diverse, globally minded, filled with cliched 20th-century Americanisms and entirely in earnest.
Presenting the document at the Pentagon, its author, Laura Taylor-Kale, underscored the need for the state to boost its defence industry as America's adversaries build up their military power to levels not seen since the Second World War. She noted the intensifying threat of China upending the existing international order, and America's continued support for Ukraine as it defends itself from Russian aggression and for Israel in its fight against Hamas. 'This arsenal of democracy helped win both world wars and the Cold War,' she said. 'And long into the future, it can and must provide that same enduring advantage in support of integrated deterrence.' These are the production lines that will feed the artillery battles in Ukraine and Israel's relentless bombardment of Gaza and Lebanon: Second World War revivalism in a slick 21st-century package. If the Trump administration was the policy equivalent of pulp fiction, the style of the Biden administration was a blend of high-end Ralph Lauren and Andy Warhol.
We can use the past tense because, whatever happens in the election, Bidenism is over. The project anchored on the long-serving senator from Delaware and Obama's vice president had one term in it. Up until the last moments, his entourage closed ranks to deny this fact. They clung on even though, as Bob Woodward reveals in his new book, War, it was clear already in June 2023 that Biden was failing.* It wasn't until a year later that they, unwillingly, accepted that a man born in 1942, during the autumn of Stalingrad and El Alamein, was not fit to run for president in 2024. The fact that his opponent wasn't fit to run either is another matter.
We are left asking how this four-year period fits into recent American history and what legacy it leaves. The National Defence Industrial Strategy (NDIS) offers to do some of the work for us. Like other, better-known documents of the Biden era - Jake Sullivan's speech on 'Renewing American Economic Leadership' at the Brookings Institution in April 2023, for instance - the NDIS is historically self-conscious. The basic Biden narrative was of America's fall from greatness, starting in the 1990s, when the industrial fabric of the nation began to fray and China's manufacturing capacity surged. Now China and other competitors are rising fast. The home front is undermined by polarisation and social dysfunction. But, with measures such as the Inflation Reduction Act, the CHIPS Act (which increased spending on semiconductor research), the bipartisan infrastructure law and the NDIS, the Biden administration was attempting a national rebuilding centred on industrial production and a revalorisation of manual work.
One of the sleights of hand this narrative performed was to claim the current moment, and Biden's response to it, as unprecedented. In his Brookings speech, Sullivan announced that the administration was calling time on neoliberalism. In his farewell letter, Biden described the IRA as the biggest climate measure in history. The NDIS is supposed to be the first document of its type ever issued by the Pentagon. In fact, neoliberalism lives on precisely because it continuously reinvents itself. The IRA may be a first in the US, but Europe puts more money into climate solutions and China's subsidies for its microchips industry are four times those of the US. The facts were less important, however, than the claim of novelty. Bidenism wanted to respond to America's many crises not with orthodoxy but by making a historically significant break.
In October 2023, Sullivan wrote in Foreign Affairs, the house journal of the US foreign policy establishment, that the world had entered the third era of American power since the Second World War. The article seemed to be modelled on one of George Kennan's famous memos staking out the terrain of the Cold War. As a source of inspiration, the Kennedy moonshot moment has some appeal. But within the Biden administration, it was the 1930s and 1940s that captured the imagination. Jigar Shah, who runs a $400 billion loan programme at the Department of Energy, liked to evoke the Second World War in his attempts to inspire America to do 'big things in a very short period of time'.
The irony, of course, is that this narrative is anything but new. In all but name, this is MAGA, and credit for it belongs to the Trump team in the 2016 campaign. If we were to date it precisely, as good a moment as any would be Trump's speech to the Republican National Convention on Thursday, 21 July 2016, in which he portrayed the nation as besieged by violence and terrorism. That moment was telling because President Obama responded in the following days that he saw a very different country. Americans weren't living in a gothic world of doom. They were taking their kids to school and to sports camp. They were getting on with finding real solutions to real problems. Trump wasn't all that Republican or even conservative, he implied; Trump was just weird. Come November 2016, however, it wasn't Trump but Obama who seemed out of touch. Obama would afterwards face the accusation, not just from Republicans but from those in his own party, that he had failed to recognise the discontent brewing in American society. The Biden team were determined not to make that mistake.
This wasn't entirely fair to Obama. As a young senator, he had warned of a brewing crisis in American society and urged fundamental reform. As president, his term of office was defined by the 2008 financial crisis and its long aftermath. In response he passed not just a major cyclical stimulus, but also the Dodd-Frank Act, to regulate finance, and Obamacare, the single most significant domestic policy reform in decades. But Obama was enough of a man of the 1990s to believe that crisis was temporary and normality was just that, the norm. It would return.
That assumption ended with Trump and Biden, both of whom believed that things were not well in America and that they must provide a historic turning point. The grisly name given to this darker version of reality in Trump's 2017 inauguration speech was 'American carnage'. To judge by the more grotesque moments in his stump speeches in 2024, Trump now takes carnage more literally than ever. (Deporting pet-eating illegal immigrants would, he said at one rally, be 'bloody'.) Then, as now, it is a crude obfuscation of the actual ills afflicting American society. There is a reason policymakers have been talking about 'deaths of despair' since 2015: the life expectancy of working-class Americans of all races is declining, and not because of migration.
The Trump presidency was empty of actual achievement. Other than crude protectionism and lopsided tax cuts, its domestic policy agenda was negligible. Even though 'healthcare socialism' supposedly posed a mortal threat to American freedom, the Republican-controlled Congress didn't manage to repeal Obamacare. Trump's most significant legacy was his administration's redefinition of the US National Security Strategy, which directed the Pentagon (and its $850 billion budget) away from the war on terror and towards Great Power competition. For the first time, China was defined as what American defence planners call the 'pacing threat' - not simply a long-term challenge to US power but an immediate military threat. Despite Trump's alleged personal proclivities, Russia was number two on the list. Documents such as NDIS blend the industrial policy style of Bidenomics with the national security policy agenda set under Trump.
For all his lacklustre legislative performance, Trump was riding high in early 2020. Markets were booming. He was confident of re-election, for which he thought it best to dispense with any policy platform at all. Those dreams were crushed by a crisis for which Trump was the least well suited of all recent presidents - a pandemic with obscure origins in China. He answered with erratic conspiracy theories and failed to counter vaccine scepticism among the Republican faithful, which had the effect of raising America's death toll to 1.2 million. But to reduce the Trump administration's response to Covid to a matter of science denial, a theme beloved of American liberals, is to miss the obvious. If the Covid crisis had a viable solution it was not mask-wearing or social distancing. The solution was the vaccine. And in the American case, as for much of the world's more fortunate population, the key vaccines, produced by Moderna and Pfizer, came out of the Trump administration's Warp Speed programme.
The name may have been silly, but not only did Warp Speed deliver a remarkable medico-industrial breakthrough, in the process it shaped a new economic policy focused on making lots of important, high-tech stuff fast. In other words, Trump delivered the first demonstration of an industrial policy that a short time later would be claimed as the great historical novelty of Bidenomics. Indeed, if any industrial policy can claim to have helped revive the economy and improve ordinary life for the average American, it is Operation Warp Speed not the CHIPS Act or the IRA.
Biden's team saw Trump not as a precursor, however, but as a symptom. The problem was not his sense of unease but how narrowly he defined it. Trump worries about migration, the dilapidation of American cities, foreign car imports and the state of America's airports. The Biden team agreed with the diagnosis of malaise but interpreted it in far more capacious terms. They declared a triple threat: to US democracy from within, to Western hegemony from the rise of China, and to humanity as a whole from global environmental threats such as Covid and climate breakdown. You could argue that this is the consensus among centrists the world over. European policymakers agree with this account, so do their equivalents in Brazil or Australia and the crowd at Davos. The difference is that the diagnosis adopted in Washington matters, both because of America's power and because of the intensity of America's problems at home.
At the federal level, the US today barely has a functioning welfare state. This was exposed by Covid, when it became clear that not only did the government lack the administrative and legal infrastructure to implement a sophisticated furlough scheme, it didn't have a functioning unemployment insurance system either. The Covid relief measures had to be as large as they were in part to make up for this lack of institutional structure. The $2 trillion CARES (Coronavirus Aid, Relief and Economic Security) Act of March 2020 showed that if you threw money at the problem, you could alleviate seemingly chronic conditions such as child poverty.
Republicans voted for the measures in 2020, because Trump was in the White House. But it was the Democrats, who took control of Congress two years earlier, who set the pace and, in so doing, prepared the way for Bidenomics. The left of the party had rallied around the Green New Deal, a climate policy combined with a vision for the US economy centred on a new welfare programme, which would help the country's diverse and predominantly female working class. It had an industrial component, of course, but that sector is only a small part of the economy and the workforce. This momentum followed through into the Biden administration's first year, with the $1.9 trillion American Rescue Plan in March 2021. Meanwhile, the longer-range vision of the Green New Deal morphed into the promise of Build Back Better, which included what Biden called his 'American Families Plan'.
The agenda of the Democrats in 2021 was as radical and comprehensive as anything seen in American politics since the Great Society programmes of the 1960s. What they lacked was a broad base in Congress. The late runoff Senate elections in Georgia had given them only a wafer-thin majority. The hope was that a radical legislative programme could break the political impasse and secure a lasting majority for progressive reform. For that they needed unity, and they didn't have it. There was no social policy reform under Biden to compare with Obamacare. Build Back Better was negotiated away in the struggle to hold the party majority together. Joe Manchin, the senator for West Virginia, a state with a population far smaller than that of Brooklyn and a life expectancy lower than that of North Korea, shredded the bill. Manchin didn't want welfare spending, and he wanted higher taxes to pay for any other spending. The equally right-wing senator from Arizona, Kyrsten Sinema, vetoed any talk of taxes. What passed in the end was not the capacious ecological and feminist vision of Build Back Better, but the bipartisan infrastructure act, CHIPS and the IRA. What do they have in common? They are industrial, productivist and framed in terms of hostility to China.
The IRA was undeniably a breakthrough. The Democrats managed to do in 2022 what they had failed to do under both Obama and Clinton: they passed major climate legislation, even if they didn't call it that. The IRA uses tax credits to incentivise green energy investment, while avoiding the carbon pricing and taxing of earlier attempts. It has turned obscure administrative offices such as the Loan Programmes Office of the Department of Energy into powerhouses of the energy transition. It is also overtly protectionist, reshoring everything from solar panels to electric vehicles, wrapping the cause of green energy in Red, White and Blue. Europe was more than a little impressed. The $370 billion in the IRA for clean energy sounds like a lot of money; its boosters project that private investment will take that sum up to $1 trillion or more. But this money is spread over ten years and the US economy comes to over $20 trillion. As a share of GDP, the baseline commitment of the IRA is less than 1 per cent. That is modest compared to EU subsidy levels or those available for China's green energy champions. Rather than a revolutionary demonstration of American might, the IRA's ingenuity is a reflection of the political constraints under which it was devised.
What  America has avoided under Biden is austerity. Coming on the back of trillions of dollars in Covid stimulus, the American Rescue Plan hurled the US into the most successful recovery on record. Politicians including Manchin and Nancy Pelosi harped on about fiscal responsibility, but it was plain that one of the other important shifts of the Trump era was the unfettering of the US government from conventional notions of budget balance. This shouldn't have come as a surprise. Reagan didn't balance the budget. George W. Bush didn't balance it either. Trump didn't even make a pretence of doing so. Since the enormous pro-rich tax cut of 2017, the taps were open. There are figures at the heart of both parties who would like to have a debate about spending priorities and revenue raising, but they are stymied on the left and the right by the huge electoral constituencies that protect the big welfare programmes and tax cuts.
Advocates of adventurous monetary theories such as MMT once earned clicks by arguing that American democracy must overcome its deficit fixation. There is precious little sign of that in Washington today. But that doesn't mean that America's huge fiscal capacity is available for constructive governance. On the contrary, constructive spending proposals like Build Back Better were swept off the table as 'unaffordable'. The tax credits that halved child poverty during the pandemic were revoked for being too expensive. Imaginative proposals to provide the World Bank and the IMF with new capital - among other things to compete with Chinese lending - were reduced to trivialities by Congressional in-fighting.
The US has thus found itself with a government budget defined on the expenditure side by defence and non-discretionary programmes such as Medicare, on the revenue side by an undersized tax base concentrated heavily on higher income households, and an overall balance that is stuck in deficit. It is constraining to government, light touch when it comes to taxation and generates a huge flow of new debt for financial markets to digest. In 2024, with the economy humming along close to full employment, the deficit stands at an unprecedented 6 per cent of GDP. The signature programmes of Bidenomics - IRA, CHIPS and infrastructure - are minor adornments to this basic picture. Although the new era of industrial policy has excited think tanks around the world, and although it has real consequences on the ground, it barely figures in the budget balance and is largely unknown to the American public. Conservatives do talk about debt sustainability. Dark warnings of an inflationary disaster, for example, summoned by goldbugs and the crypto crowd, have created demand for so-called 'safe haven' assets. But there is no real threat to the financing of American government. Even with a slower pace of foreign purchases, the debt markets have absorbed record US Treasury issuance. There is no sign of any decline in the dollar as reserve currency.
The Biden administration did have to ride out a panic in 2021-22, when worldwide supply chain disruption, compounded by Russia's attack on Ukraine, sent the price of many commodities rocketing. Amid much talk of a return to the 1970s, Larry Summers and other war horses of the Clinton and Obama administrations came out of pasture to castigate Biden's spendthrift policy. But from early 2022 the Fed hiked rates and inflation proved to be transitory. The outrageous increases in food, rent and energy prices - poorly captured in the indices used by the Fed to set monetary policy - have left a legacy of bitterness that may cost the Democrats the election. But contrary to the grim predictions of Summers et al, inflation has come down without a disastrous surge in unemployment.
Allowing for the scale of the Covid shock, the macroeconomic record of the Biden administration could hardly be better. And given the lack of major social policies, macroeconomics has been the chief tonic for American society. The huge surge in unemployment during the pandemic could have been a disaster for working-class Americans. Thanks to open-handed fiscal and monetary policy, it has been the opposite. As growth in the US has pushed ahead of other advanced economies, the labour market has run hot. Though inflation has hurt, the wages of those in low-pay sectors have surged, creating the most dramatic reduction in inequality in decades. Trade unions are more prominent and popular with the public than at any time in living memory. The observation that they have grown more popular as they have become less powerful shouldn't cause us to underestimate the shift.
National productivism, the common denominator of GOP and Democratic politics since 2016, can embrace both employers and workers. It can even embrace domestic consumers, the majority of whom are working class, if anti-trust and price-busting measures are pitched as increasing supply and expanding markets. That is the way the anti-trust team of the Biden administration presented their aggressive assault on monopolistic price-fixing.
Trump liked to appear in the White House flanked by trade unionists. Biden went one better. In a spectacular display in September 2023, he showed up on a United Auto Workers picket line. It was unprecedented, but it was also revealing. Why was the president on a picket line? Why was he not making policy? The short answer is that there was little hope of passing any legislation after the Democrats lost their Congressional majority in the mid-terms. Progress depended on winning in 2024, so Biden switched to campaign mode, trying, gamely, to rally the blue-collar vote. Halfway through most presidencies, domestic politics stops being about legislating, and becomes about preparing for the next election. In so far as there was policymaking in the second half of Biden's term, it revolved around things the White House could control, chief among them foreign policy.
The role  the US played internationally under Biden was quite unlike that during his immediate predecessors' terms in office. Under Obama, a steady pair of hands, America's principal international role was in orchestrating recovery from the 2008 financial crisis. As far as alliances were concerned, Trump was far from steady, but when the world economy shook in 2020, the Fed showed up again, pumping liquidity into financial markets on an even more spectacular scale than in 2008. Biden didn't have to deal with a worldwide economic emergency. The crises that dominated his presidency were crises of foreign affairs - so much so that his acolytes liked to refer to him as a 'wartime president'.
The title of Woodward's new book, War, captures the drama of international events over the past four years, but in its narrow and arbitrary focus on Biden's 'wars' with Trump, Putin and Hamas, this rushed book presents a one-sided picture of Biden's period in office. We are given a portrait of a team of talented and resourceful fire-fighters, engaged in a series of struggles of good v. evil. In the process, Woodward almost entirely obscures the actual pivot of Biden's strategy: the confrontation with China. Ukraine and the Middle East are, in the calculus of the Biden team, clearly subordinate to the challenge of China, and it is with regard to China that we see the Biden team co-ordinating global alliances including Nato, AUKUS and the Quad like no administration since Reagan or George H.W. Bush.
The Biden team may have agreed with the previous administration about the international challenges faced by the US, but their most fundamental disagreement was over alliances. This was a matter of temperament. Trump is crudely unilateral and transactional. Biden, Blinken and Sullivan liked the spotlight of the international stage. As one early account had it, Biden 'enjoys the hell out of being the Leader of the Free World'. His team considered alliances a source of strength, but also as something greater than that. Never mind that the UN General Assembly and governments representing a majority of the world's population repeatedly failed to follow America's lead, the defence of universal values demands a global stage, and for Biden and his team that meant Nato and the G7.
But the other lesson of the Biden era is that those alliances expose the US to entanglements and unexpected crises. First in Ukraine and then in the Middle East after 7 October last year, the Biden administration has been forced to widen its strategy. It did not choose either conflict, but hasn't pushed hard for an end to the violence. Instead, it has chosen to widen the front beyond its original focus on China. As a result, it is now involved in high-risk struggles in three arenas - East Asia, Ukraine and the Middle East - that entail a fundamental rewriting of the post-Cold War order.
When Russia invaded Crimea in 2014 Obama took a back seat, allowing Germany and France to run the Minsk process. To the frustration of hawks undeterred by the debacle in Libya, Obama limited America's engagement in Syria. Biden insisted on the withdrawal from Afghanistan in 2021. And he has been careful to avoid direct engagement of US forces in most arenas. But the NDIS reflects the fact that the US has become engaged to an unprecedented degree in supporting sustained large-scale war both in Ukraine and in the Middle East. One of Biden's favourite phrases, 'arsenal of democracy', is straight out of the World War Two dictionary. As Democratic speaker of the House, Nancy Pelosi liked to note that her father had voted for the first Lend-Lease bill to aid Britain in 1941 and she was now doing the same for Ukraine. In a mindboggling throwback to the 20th century, the NDIS hails America's effort to revive the production of 155 mm shells. These, it turns out, are the common denominator in the two major wars of the moment. It also tells us something about the technological level of those conflicts.
Since its 20th-century industrial capacity is atrophied, America's new manufacturing lines for shells are equipped with forging machinery imported from Turkey. In a strange echo of the PPE panics of the Covid era, Nato is now worrying about securing enough cotton for the explosive charges in artillery ammunition. But American production diplomacy goes well beyond such basic equipment. Over the medium term the US is involved in highly sophisticated programmes like the European missile shield and the F35 aircraft programme, two new priorities of German defence policy since 2022.
Above all, the US has supported the global energy market. Biden presented himself as a climate president. But what changed during his term wasn't US 'leadership' in clean energy, but America's position in the global fossil fuel economy. Biden inherited the legacy of fracking investments made under both Obama and Trump, and production of oil and gas has surged since 2021. The US is now the largest ever producer of hydrocarbon energy. American oil and gas have helped to keep the lights on and the boilers burning in Europe and Asia. This was the geopolitical rationale for the expansion of shale energy in the 2000s and the debacle of Bush's policy in Iraq. Far from the promise of the Green New Deal, it is those arguing for US autonomy in fossil fuels who will see themselves vindicated by the events of the last four years.
As dramatic as the shale surge has been, the Biden administration would have liked to have seen more. In December 2022, as sanctions against Russia intensified, Biden's chief energy policy adviser, Amos Hochstein, denounced Wall Street as un-American for hobbling further investment in fracking in the interests of something as petty as profit maximisation. The current crisis in the Middle East has revealed the importance of energy to the administration and to Middle East experts including Hochstein and Brett McGurk. McGurk is a true-blue neocon veteran of the Iraq invasion of 2003, who served under both Obama and Trump. Hochstein started his adult life in the IDF and has alternated between government service and oil and gas lobbying. McGurk reputedly views Middle East politics through a resource lens to a degree that shocks even his colleagues. Hochstein likes to boast about driving an electric Mustang, but his mantra as far as energy goes is simply more, more and more. Both of them apparently see Israel's current campaign as an opportunity to resume the reordering of the Middle East that has stalled since the Abraham Accords between Israel and the Emirates in 2020.
Other than  military hardware and fossil energy, the force that both stretches and challenges US power is technology. While the launch of the first smartphones and of social media framed the Obama presidency, and Trump was the Twitter president, Biden's term may well be remembered for the breakthrough of AI and ChatGPT. The AI boom powered a gigantic stock market run-up led by Nvidia and the other Mag 7 companies, which include Apple and Meta. Nothing adds more to the mood of bourgeois America. But from a Great Power point of view this technological shock is ambivalent. Apple is the case in point. The world's first three trillion-dollar business owes its success to design labs in California and a highly sophisticated supply chain in China. Apple is the success story of Chimerica. Whether in Taiwan, South Korea, Japan, the UK, Germany or the Netherlands, high tech everywhere depends on integration with production in China and derives significant market share from sales there. The mass production of microelectronics for consumption in countless applications all over the world is the most sophisticated example of the human division of labour our species has ever realised.
One task to which American power is now dedicated is the minimisation of China's role in that supply chain. Again, this didn't begin under Biden. It started with Obama. The American campaign against Huawei commenced in earnest under Trump. But the Biden team has doubled down, both ramping up negative measures and introducing a new level of subsidy in the form of the CHIPS Act. It is no coincidence that books on strategic sanctions, including Nicholas Mulder's The Economic Weapon and Chris Miller's Chip War, both published in 2022, have been Beltway hits. This is the kind of economic history the new age requires.
It is unclear whether this campaign can succeed. Can America be made into something more than a mere auxiliary to the Taiwan-centred production network that currently dominates the microelectronics industry? Does the US have a credible competitor to TSMC (Taiwan Semiconductor Manufacturing Company) in the area of ultra high-end chip fabrication? Is Intel, America's ailing champion, salvageable? And, finally, for all the ballyhoo around the CHIPS Act, $40 billion will probably not be sufficient to compete in the chip game. Even setting aside the huge funds that China is making available, private firms such as Samsung invest that kind of sum annually. As Biden's term comes to an end, it is telling that officials including the commerce secretary, Gina Raimondo, are lobbying for a second effort from Congress.
But whatever the immediate answer, microelectronics are pivotal because in this domain more than any other we see the basic aspiration of state power. Tech won the first Cold War. In tech, above all, the US must remain not just strong, but dominant. As far as China is concerned, America's aim is not to create a level playing field but to ensure by any means necessary, including forceful interventions in private business trade and investment decisions, that China is held back and the US preserves its decisive edge.
It is hard to overstate the decisiveness and import of that position. It is a departure from a purely economic understanding of globalisation. It is unabashedly confrontational and from China's point of view the menace is clear. America's more liberal-minded spokespeople may talk about America limiting itself to defending a small yard with a high fence. But what is inside that fence is clearly everything that matters to state power in the current moment.
The analysis of Great Power competition first formulated as a basis for US foreign policy in the Trump era has been put into practice under Biden. And the particular significance of the high-tech struggle is that it confirms to an almost embarrassing degree the claim used to justify the aggression of the more overtly revisionist powers of the current moment. The contention of Russia and China is that their revisionism is justified by the fact that the status quo ante was shaped to America's advantage in the unipolar moment of the 1990s. Make of that what you will with regard to Ukraine or the South China Sea; in the tech space, this is what the United States itself now says out loud. Globalisation was an American project, from which American businesses profited handsomely, until technological and industrial developments threatened to undermine US state power in the most important area of modern technology. At that point, the American state changed the rules, joining the revisionists.
The result is that at the same time as the Pentagon is organising to supply munitions to Nato, Ukraine and Israel, the US has also effectively declared a limited economic war against China. As the Treasury secretary, Janet Yellen, spelled out in an unabashed address, Washington sees many areas in which China can grow without challenging US leadership. But any progress in more sensitive areas will be met by American countermeasures. Even if Beijing didn't have the intention of establishing itself as the hegemon in East Asia, this would constitute a fundamental constraint on its sovereignty. Europeans, as well as those in Japan and South Korea, may be used to paying this price for the benefit of America's security umbrella. China rejects the terms of the bargain altogether.
If financial crisis haunted Obama and the pandemic brought disaster to Trump, it is under Biden that the prospect of Great Power war has shifted from Pentagon planning documents to a manifest threat. This is a historic shift. Of course, since the end of the Cold War, the US and its coalitions of the willing have launched several Great Power interventions. But they did so when their enemies were weak and without risk of escalation.
Under Trump there was a moment in which many feared a nuclear confrontation with North Korea. But that was defused. The situation since 2022 is far more ominous. All the Great Powers have signalled their willingness to up the ante. In Ukraine this takes the form of a high-intensity proxy war. Following the dramatic success of Ukraine's counter-offensive in the autumn of 2022, White House intelligence warned that there was a 50:50 chance of Russia engaging in a nuclear escalation that would immeasurably increase the risk of Nato involvement. Nevertheless, when the chairman of the joint chiefs of staff, General Milley, suggested it was time to negotiate a ceasefire, he was silenced by the White House.
Only months later, China and the US faced off directly over Taiwan and the spectacularly mishandled balloon incident. It was an open secret in Washington in early 2023 that the military command chain was bracing for imminent confrontation. The leaks about US generals readying their troops for a war with China in 2025 should be taken at face value. Over the coming months, this escalation was also walked back. But we should be under no illusion: there has been nothing like this level of threat since the dangerous final phase of the Cold War in the early 1980s. With China committed to a rapid build-up of its nuclear arsenal, we are well on the way to an unprecedented three-way nuclear standoff.
The response in Washington is predictable, given the prevailing mood. The Pentagon and its allies are preparing for a gigantic push for nuclear force modernisation and expansion. This is not comprehensible at the relatively domestic scale of the NDIS with its welding masks, shell production lines and hand-launched drones. It dwarfs the green industrial policy of the Inflation Reduction Act and the CHIPS investments. Nuclear modernisation will cost more than $1.5 trillion over the next thirty years.
It is not the expense that is shocking. Intercontinental ballistic missiles on atomic submarines lurking deep in the world's oceans are, relatively speaking, a cheap form of deterrence. You could even think of them as sustainable. Barring accidents they have a minimal carbon footprint. Large-scale conventional defence would be far more expensive and dirty. That is why mutually assured destruction came to dominate defence policy from the 1950s onwards.
The daunting historical significance of the policies on tech and nuclear weapons that have been enacted under Biden is that they mark the definitive and self-conscious end of the globalising post-Cold War moment. This was a while in the making. The Obama presidency felt the first tremors. The US is obviously not the only accelerant - far from it. The challenge posed by Russia and China is real. But what has been so striking and concerning about the Biden administration is its lack of imagination in answering them. It doubled down on historic claims to US leadership ranging from the Second World War, via the space race, to the 1990s unipolar moment. And yet for all the gestures to historical grandeur, American statecraft of the 2020s is threadbare. To sell a clean energy Marshall Plan in Washington today, start by dismissing any pretension to the complex hegemonic calculus of the original. What the moment calls for is an America First export promotion. The alternative on offer from Trump's team is even less substantial and far more unpredictable. If nothing better emerges in the coming years, the outlook is for a grim escalation of tension between a changing world and a vision of American power that, though technologically sophisticated, is in political terms increasingly anachronistic.
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What else actually is there?
Jenny Turner

12,084 wordsSuppose  a friend you trust more than any other, who taught you the meaning of friendship, lets you down suddenly, and then persistently ceases to fulfil the expectations you have come to have of them. Would you give up all your friends? Would you simply avoid that particular friend? Would you try to have it out, which probably wouldn't work, but would, if you held your nerve, change your relationship to yourself as much as your understanding of the other, 'a deepening in the notion one holds of friendship ... learnt from possibly unintended mistakes'?
Of the many allegories of the philosophical task, as she saw it, scattered through Gillian Rose's writings, this one, from Judaism and Modernity (1993), is my favourite. 'One must be able to give and take from others, to acknowledge difference and identity, togetherness and separation, understanding and misunderstanding': so think of thinking itself as a friendship, always dialectical, social and political and historical, always changing, never at rest. Exhausting, yes, demanding, frustrating and disappointing, heartbreaking, humiliating, a total pain: but what else actually is there? What else can any of us do instead?
'The end of history' was enormous when Rose was writing in the early 1990s, with Western liberal democracy triumphant and all the big geopolitical matters supposedly settled. As was 'the end of philosophy', as poststructuralism exposed the imperialism of Western rational thinking, its dominance and its dualism, and its sexism and racism too. A terrible friend, clearly, so clearly we had to dump it; except that once we have dumped it, what do we have left? 'Difficulty with reason,' Rose wrote, 'leads to its being reneged altogether - with disastrous consequences for both reason and its purported Other(s) ... You cannot give up all friendship, friendship as such, without damaging yourself.'
Suppose a philosopher, in her middle forties, is working at the height of her powers, with The Broken Middle (1992), the book she saw as her greatest achievement, just published. In February 1993, she delivers a triumphant inaugural lecture, 'Athens and Jerusalem - A Tale of Three Cities', at the University of Warwick, where she has been appointed professor of social and political thought; the weekend after, she feels a little ill. A couple of months later, advanced ovarian cancer is found, and although she is able to finish the papers that will be published as Mourning Becomes the Law (1996), she doesn't feel strong enough to start another major book. A friend suggests she try writing more personally, the cancer spreads, her lover abandons her; but there is still 'the work', 'the constant carnival', 'the revel of ideas and risk'. Love's Work, the tiny book that tells this story, is published in February 1995, to great and continuing admiration. The philosopher continues reading and writing when she can through treatments and setbacks. She dies at the end of the same year.
There was  no set reading list for Gillian Rose's Kierkegaard lectures at the University of Sussex in 1986. But she would like us, she said, to see Ingmar Bergman's Fanny and Alexander if we could, and to read 'The Immortal Story' by Isak Dinesen, 'whom I have since discovered has become rather trrrendy' (a film had just been made of Out of Africa, the memoir Dinesen wrote under her real name, Karen Blixen, starring Robert Redford and Meryl Streep). And she gave us handouts of Heinrich von Kleist's inexhaustibly spiralling 'On the Marionette Theatre', photocopied from the TLS. I studied with Gillian for a year, we corresponded and met up sometimes in the 1990s, but I never asked her what she thought she was giving us with those three recommendations. I watch Fanny and Alexander over and over, at Christmas if I can manage it - the icy weir and the plenitude of presents. A lot of it, I think, was about giving us the most stupendously vast and lavish present, but I will never know.
One idea though, one basic thought, in basic language. We start life so full of life, with so much in us, so much more than we can ever comprehend. Then life itself knocks it out of us, and philosophy begins. Philosophy must always be a double movement, of devastating losses that are also gains, which means that doing it cannot be a linear matter of propositions and clarifications, problems, refutations - the 'pernicious nonsense' Rose felt she had been taught in the 1960s at Oxford, where she studied PPE. Facts, perceptions, 'immediate Spirit', all this is fine, as Hegel wrote in Rose's beloved Phenomenology of Spirit; but 'in order to become genuine knowledge ... it must travel a long way and work its passage.' You won't learn much if you approach learning as an easy and straightforward matter, 'shot from a pistol' as Hegel put it. Learning is agonistic, deathly struggle. Learning is also life itself.
The young Rose chose to do her DPhil on Theodor Adorno, 'attracted', she wrote, 'by the ethical impulse of his thought, but also by the characteristics of his style, the most notoriously difficult sentence structure and the vocabulary full of Fremdworter'. Her ensuing first book, The Melancholy Science (1978), is written, she explained, 'in standard expository format', as is fitting for the introduction it claims to be, but you can feel the tension in the clipped, Oxford-trained sentences, the longing to pull the grammar backwards as well as forwards, to bring in metaphor and drama, break into aphoristic fragments, burst into song. Keep your mind in hell and despair not; you may be weaker than the whole world, but you are always stronger than yourself: it's fine to read Love's Work and its epigrams as good advice for living in extremis, but they also illustrate an approach to logic, speculation, dialectics.
Commodity fetishism, for example, the central category of Frankfurt School Critical Theory and so the central category of Marxist Modernism. How mad it is that under capitalist relations, the commodity seems more alive than the human beings who made it, that 'we live in a society in which some things which seem to be comprehensible to us are not really, and some things which seem to be incomprehensible to us are really comprehensible.' You could see this as tragedy - Oedipus, Antigone - or you could see it as a comedy of misrecognition, or you could follow Marx and see it as a phantasmagoria, a magic-lantern parade. Phantasmagorisch, the word Marx used, is usually translated into English as 'fantastic', but this is a translation of which Rose disapproved. '"Phantasmagoria" means a crowd or succession of dim or doubtfully real persons ... The epithet "phantasmagoric" stresses the personifications as well as the strangeness of the form.'
Hegel himself, being a man of his time and place in this way as in so many others so much less attractive, was a huge fan of Goethe's Wilhelm Meister novels, which tell of a young burgher's adventures among theatre folk, ruined castles, secret societies, as he seeks to find himself inside himself - Bildung means 'formation, education or culture', as Rose says in the Marxist Modernism lectures, 'and experience in the sense of Bildung is a process which starts from the observation and partial understanding of aspects of everyday social life, and leads in stages of increasing self-knowledge to a grasp of the totality' - and to find a place for himself in the emergent modern world. Rose read the Phenomenology, too, as a Bildungsroman,
which recapitulates the play of personae - the story of how natural consciousness acquired 'personality' - legal, aesthetic, moral - a story itself fitfully comprehended by philosophical consciousness which then proceeds unevenly through the stumbling blocks of personified aporia after personified aporia as each configured concept is mismatched to its object and corrected by a newly configured concept mismatched to its object, again - and then again.

For Rose, as for most teachers of Hegel for beginners, the central 'stumbling block' was the fabulously dramatic 'Lordship and Bondage' section of the Phenomenology, in which consciousness becomes aware of itself as consciousness not while sitting and studying in a little room, but out there in mortal struggle with another consciousness. 'Self-consciousness exists in and for itself when, and by the fact that, it so exists for another': Acknowledge me, you bastard, or I'll kill you. No, you acknowledge ME, fuckface, or I'll kill YOU. And so, for a while, the stronger one gets on top and forces the weaker to do all the work. 'The satisfaction is itself only a fleeting one, however,' as the bondsman, forced to work and 'infected' by fear of death, discovers that he is the one who can actually make things, that he 'himself exists essentially and actually in his own right'. This moment is the crucial one for Marx and Marxists, for obvious reasons, and for the existentialists. It's central too, in spite of Hegel's many racist assumptions, to great thinkers of the African diaspora, W.E.B. Du Bois and Frantz Fanon, for example, Paul Gilroy.
But Rose was also interested in what Hegel, following the novel-within-a-novel in Wilhelm Meister, called the 'beautiful soul'. Goethe tells of a young woman's withdrawal from the outer world, which expects her to fulfil her duties as a wife and mother, in order to cultivate her inner religious piety; 'but, in spite of her perspicacity, she fails to find any means of public expression ... and dies.' For Goethe and Hegel, Rose argues, this story dramatises 'the unintended psychological and political consequences of ... the Protestant doctrine of salvation': obsession with and terror regarding the state of one's soul, gradually decaying into anxiety and extreme self-interest, or as Rose puts it, 'inner and outer violence' - the boundless desolation we now call 'neoliberal subjectivity', which, history has shown us, all too easily turns to fascism. This became the urgent subject of Rose's final talks. But it is also, so obviously that you might not notice it, one of the rare spots in the early modern European canon in which the life choices and interiority of a woman are being explored.
The beautiful soul returns in a central section of The Broken Middle, in which Goethe is read by another early modern woman, Rahel Varnhagen, who knew herself not to be beautiful and who, being Jewish, wasn't susceptible to Christian piety, but whose femininity and Judaism did not allow her a place in public life either. So what did she do? She made a public sphere of her own, in her Berlin garret, where she read books, wrote wonderful letters, made friends with Goethe himself and hosted salons, attended by Schlegel, the Humboldts, Heinrich Heine and occasionally Hegel too. 'From this coign of vantage, in letters as in life,' Rose wrote, 'she sustains ... an extraordinarily modern Nicomachean ethic of friendship, philia, not eros or agape': friendship, a social life between men and women based not on sex or marriage or Christianity, but on 'the work'. 'I discover that there is just nothing that I am,' Varnhagen wrote. 'No daughter, no sister, no lover, no spouse, not even a burgheress': and yet, it was from that nothing, outside the bounds of respectable society, that modern life became possible, for women and for men.
My first meeting  with Gillian, as I remember it, came at the door of her office at Sussex University in 1985. I had an English degree from the University of Edinburgh, but I wanted something bigger, broader, deeper, and I wanted to know about Marx and Hegel and Walter Benjamin - I had a crush on Benjamin, actually, as a result of the essay with which Hannah Arendt introduced her selection of his work in Illuminations, and Susan Sontag's 'Under the Sign of Saturn' (1978). I would have liked to have gone to Columbia, to study comparative literature with Edward Said, but I had no way to make that happen. So I signed on, read books, went home to help my disconsolate mother, then discovered that the same now unimaginable fiscal laxity that allowed me to claim Supplementary Benefit, as it was then called, also entitled me to three years of Scottish Education Department postgraduate student grant. Sussex, I read, offered a one-year taught MA in philosophy, which included Marx and Hegel: the ideal conversion course. I applied, I was accepted, I had funding, off I went.
The University of Sussex, established in 1961, was the first of Britain's so-called plate-glass universities - UEA, Kent, Essex were others, as was Warwick, to which Rose would move in 1989. It sat ten minutes by train from Brighton station, surrounded by rolling grassland. It was beautiful, I guess, concrete arches with red-brick infill, designed by Basil Spence, but it felt to me like a planet on Star Trek, peopled by students, cut off from the world around it. This weird enclosure and self-containment, however, was part and parcel of the utopianism that had brought me there, one of the best aspects of which was Modern European Mind, a course for third-year undergraduates that centred on Marx, Freud, Nietzsche. The 1979 lectures now collected in Marxist Modernism were originally delivered to an MEM audience, as were the Kierkegaard lectures I attended at Sussex in 1986. There was also a Social and Political Thought MA that ignored the 'highly artificial' separation between sociology and political theory, but being an English graduate, I didn't know about it. And anyway the philosophy one, with Marx and Hegel in it, sounded fine.
When I went to register for my courses, however, it turned out that Marx and Hegel weren't available after all. The man in charge looked hunted: they hadn't expected so many new postgraduates. All the classes were already full. But there were five or six of us who had come specifically for the Marx and Hegel offer, each of us with urgent questions about socialism, feminism, the peace movement, each of us having seen something in the prospectus that seemed to point a way; but unlike me, the others weren't Scottish, and had been saving up to fund themselves. We sat around a bit, being furious and writing an angry letter. We stomped the corridors from meeting to meeting in a little group.
Then someone said that somebody in sociology might help us: and there she was, small and neat and slightly hippyish, merry and aflame. She had a course on the Sociology of Knowledge that had Marx and Hegel in it, and yes of course she could squeeze us in. A class for us on Hegel's Phenomenology? She beamed like an Intelligent Angel, as she referred to Edna in Love's Work: it would be a joy. 'Gosh, yes, she's very ... enthusiastic,' the philosophy man said when we told him, looking even more unhappy; there was something terribly grudging, I remember thinking, in the way he said it, inadequate entirely to the generosity and excitement with which we had been met. It's a grudge I sensed a lot back then, and often since, from more established professional philosophers, mostly older men; it makes sense that the 'fulfilled love relationships' Rose wrote about in Love's Work were with younger ones, and that several of the male philosophers who have done the best work on her project have been former students, including Howard Caygill and Peter Osborne, who together now teach at the Centre for Research in Modern European Philosophy at Kingston University. (Gilroy too was Rose's student before he moved to Stuart Hall in Birmingham. She was a 'great' teacher, he has said, and he followed her in dismissing the 'ventriloquist structuralism' that was in fashion at the time.)
'The Owl of Minerva has spread her wings,' Rose wrote at the beginning of The Broken Middle - the figure comes from Hegel, the point being that philosophy 'always comes on the scene too late'. 'Our antiquity,' she continued, 'has yet to see ... this subtle array, this ... motile configuration' of 'grey in grey'. Gillian, to my memory, wore brown on brown, a thin brown polo-neck with a brownish waistcoat and some sort of brown and ordinary boots and skirt. Her hair was long and fair and unprocessed, parted in the middle - though she curled it, I remember, for that astonishing inaugural lecture at Warwick, which was also the only time I saw her wearing make-up before she got ill. I may be wrong in remembering her hair still wet from her daily mile-long morning swims, but I'm not misremembering that her face shone with the health and sensible living of which she was so proud in her personal writing. Health and sensible living and the 'infinite intellectual eros' she wrote about in the posthumously published Paradiso (1999), an 'endless curiosity about everything', which was, along with 'the care of concentration' and 'acceptance of pathlessness - aporia', all that a philosopher needs.
The editors of Marxist Modernism note 'an almost paradoxical tone of both levity and severity' in Rose's published writings: 'the facetious style - the mix of severity and irony, with many facets and forms, which presents the discipline of the difficulty', as she herself once explained it. It helps, for readers less attuned to the Rose way of doing things, to know that she never used a word without having studied the full range and depth of its historical meanings, and when she used it she would spin or fan it to reveal its every shade. She did this in her writing, especially in The Broken Middle, which starts 'From the Middle in the Beginning' and has its preface at the end ('Facetious in three ways which develop from each other: first, in the sense of "faceted", many faces ... the second, dominant sense taken from facetiae, old books of a humorous or erotic nature, where "facetious" means addicted to erotic humour ... Finally, facetiousness, honest to its own failing.' She is writing here about Thomas Mann). And she did it when she spoke, shifting pitch and tone and precise degree of suppressed hilarity: 'You must eat orrrranges,' when a student went down with a winter sniffle. 'You must read Marianne Weber, then you will understand the trrragedy' - to a student who claimed not to see the point of Max.
'Andrew, with your Kant worrrrk', 'Sara, your labours with Krrristeva', 'Tony, with your worrrk on Fichte': four or five of us took every class Rose would give us, and obviously, I called us the Rosettes. Ridiculous, I used to think, addressing our little projects and papers as 'worrrrk', as though any of us knew what we were doing, but it made you sit up, try harder, take yourself as seriously as she appeared to take us. You could feel her behind you sometimes, with her big round cheeks, blowing you forward, you with your arms raised in excitement that was also dismay. Her attitude, in short, was ecstatic, as Caygill has written, and ecstatic in its full array of historical meaning: 'You must live at the frrront of your being.' (I crumpled inside, I remember, when she said that: I can't do that! I don't know how to! You can't expect us to do that! It's all right for you!) 'You can't do that!' I remember an academic friend spluttering, when I explained that Rose's second book, Hegel contra Sociology (1981), exposes the gaping hole in the work of every social scientist ever, from Comte and Weber on. 'You can't just do that! This is why universities need walls!'
It's striking, as Martin Jay writes in an afterword to Marxist Modernism, that despite Rose's great interest and expertise in Marx and in Frankfurt Marxism, she worked 'entirely outside' the great debates on the intellectual left of the 1980s. Althusser she 'only deigned' to consider briefly in Hegel contra Sociology, to be 'derided', Gramsci was never mentioned and her work 'did not appear' in New Left Review. Jay had been friends with Rose since the early 1970s, he wrote in an essay from 1997, when she was working on Adorno and he had just published The Dialectical Imagination (1973), the first English-language history of Frankfurt-style Critical Theory; and yet, he wrote, 'productive dialogue with her was difficult,' because of her 'extraordinary self-confidence, fondness for gnomic pronunciamentos, and hedgehoglike ability to incorporate every possible position into her own world-view'. 'Hedgehoglike', presumably, is a reference to Isaiah Berlin's division of 'writers and thinkers and, it may be, human beings in general' into foxes - 'their thought is scattered and diffuse' - and hedgehogs, 'who relate everything to a single, central vision ... in terms of which they understand, think and feel.' But 'gnomic pronunciamentos'? I don't know.
'It is often remarked that [she] is a difficult thinker,' Scott and Finlayson begin their introduction to Marxist Modernism, adding the words 'esoteric', 'ironic' and 'poetic', one more 'difficult' and then 'difficulty', twice, and that's just in the opening paragraph. Is it unfair of me to sense a dismissiveness in all these 'difficult's, or is this just the way academics feel they have to write when chasing a student audience, given all the stories about students these days not being able to read books? I'm not saying Rose isn't a 'difficult' thinker - it's completely true that her work is uncommonly dense, allusive, structurally complex. But it's like that because it has to be, because she considers, as she wrote of Adorno, that 'the relation of a thought or concept to what it is intended to cover, its object, is problematic.' Thus what Adorno called negative dialectics, a quest for knowledge in which nothing will ever add up.
For Rose, the problem was Kant, and the way he had both invented and destroyed modern philosophy, as she saw it, in his three Critiques: one of 'pure' reason and one of the 'practical' sort, and a third of 'judgment', as though thought and action and morality are not always bound up together, as though it would ever be possible for a mere philosopher to split reality at the joints. Hegel, she considered, was just about the only philosopher to understand this, and to come up with a way of writing that might deal with it, which she calls 'the speculative proposition': 'To read a proposition "speculatively" means that the identity which is affirmed between subject and predicate is seen equally to affirm a lack of identity,' so already you can see why this sort of thinking might necessitate an especially demanding sort of prose. Change, the lack of it and yet its necessity, its possibility and impossibility: the speculative proposition contains the full spectrum. The Owl of Minerva, somehow, flaps in many temporalities and dimensions, all at once.
Before  I got to Sussex, I'd tried to get a grip on Hegel's dialectic via Bertrand Russell's History of Western Philosophy (1946): 'First we say: "Reality is an uncle." This is the thesis. But the existence of an uncle implies that of a nephew ... [so] we must conclude: "The Absolute is a nephew." This is the antithesis.' And so 'we are driven to the view that the Absolute is the whole composed of uncle and nephew. This is the synthesis.' And so on. Rose, like Hegel, preferred to teach by immersion: 'The examination of knowledge can only be carried out by an act of knowledge,' as he wrote in the Lesser Logic. 'To seek to know before we know is as absurd as the wise resolution of Scholasticus, not to venture into the water until he had learned to swim.' 'Dialectic,' Rose helpfully told her students in 1979, 'is a very slippery word, and I'm not going to try to say what it means,' and she doesn't attempt to define it even in the useful 'protreptic' glossary at the back of The Melancholy Science. You get to know what dialectic means by struggling through it, resuming 'reflexively what we always do: to know, to misknow and yet to grow', as Rose writes in The Broken Middle. You want to know about Hegel, you read Hegel. You learn by learning to throw yourself in.
The same goes for Rose's philosophy books too. 'Validity and Values', 'Morality and Method', 'Self-Perficient Scepticism', 'The Grave of Life': the edition we read of Hegel contra Sociology had the most parodically dowdy brown-on-brown cover, but you could tell just by looking at the headings on the contents page that you were holding something highly organised, punctiliously crafted, beautifully rhythmic, about fundamental issues in philosophy and social science, the basic problem from Kant onwards of seeking to know before we know, which in Rose's later work she called the anxiety of beginning. I didn't remotely understand - whatever that means - Hegel contra Sociology in the 1980s, having read very little of the writers it critiques, and if anything, I understand even less of it now. 'Understanding' itself, however, doesn't signify much to the committed Hegelian; it is a start, maybe, but only one of many ways in. You need to read, then reread, then look things up and then forget them. You need to read Hegel, then you need to read all of Hegel's sources, in German, then in Greek. Go out, watch films, eat Indian food, 'golden-mustard in colour and silty with twelve fresh-ground spices', as Camille Paglia described a soup Rose cooked on a visit to Bennington to see Jim Fessenden, her friend and former lover, in 1973. Go home and start rereading Hegel and all his sources and everything else again.
Like Russell's Hegel, Rose's Hegel saw reality in relation to the Absolute, but the Absolute not as God or Prussia, as in the traditional right-wing interpretations, not even as a favourite nephew of Uncle Bert. The conventional left riposte from Marx onwards is to replace God with revolution, Prussia with the commune, but Rose considers this move just as 'abstract and ahistorical' as the bourgeois philosophies it wants to overturn. Philosophers, including Marx, have omitted to 'think the Absolute', which can be done 'by acknowledging ... the limits on our thinking the Absolute' - you have to think the Absolute, I would gloss this, because it's doing this that reminds you you're nowhere near it, and without it, it's too easy for thought to be pleased with itself, to think it's already gone as far as it needs to go. You think it as a speculative dialectic, a matter simultaneously of identity and non-identity, 'disciplined by the difficulty'. This is partly what Rose is talking about when she talks about agon and aporia, broken middles, stony paths.
The big problem with Marx, Rose thinks, is that he never got round to thinking about culture or Bildung, consciousness and the way it learns things and mislearns them, and that this 'resulted in gross oversimplification regarding the likelihood and the inhibition of change'. Orthodox Marxists in their turn were far too quick to think they knew how to make a revolution happen, and what the necessary revolution should consist in, which risked 'recreating a terror, or reinforcing lawlessness, or strengthening bourgeois law' (in The Broken Middle she calls this 'destruction of the actual organisation of the world in the name of the organisation of the party'). Philosophers before Marx tried to interpret the world but not to change it; Marxists want to change the world, but fail to understand that they themselves, 'revolutionary consciousness' though they know themselves to be, live in accord with the world around them, much like everybody else. Is this just one of those inescapable dilemmas it's better not to think about? Social theory, Rose thinks, may be able to give it the slip if it learns to 'think the Absolute ... quite differently'. Or it could be that this is impossible, and even Hegel is useless: 'Hegel's philosophy has no social import if the Absolute cannot be thought.'
'The likelihood and the inhibition of change': this was, more or less, the question that had brought the Rosettes to Sussex, and that made them the core of 'my itinerant university', as Gillian called the ten graduate students who would follow her in 1989 in her 'peregrinations' from Sussex to Warwick. It was not a group that included me. 'Ein jeder Engel ist schrecklich', every angel is terrible, as Rilke said.
Reading Love's Work, it is easy to idealise Rose's 'Intelligent Angels' in their picturesque imperfections, but actually, 'dearest, doughty Edna' and the green-tighted Yvette are equivocal figures, an alcoholic and a 'monstrous' sexual harasser, careless, we are told, of 'the narrow border between child care and child abuse' ('Gillian's account of Yvette,' Caygill has written, 'is paradoxically both perceptive and extremely unjust'). I was homesick, I hated Brighton, I had unfinished business with my mother; I told Gillian I needed time to catch up on Plato and Aristotle, but secretly I had applied for a place at teacher training college in Edinburgh and was planning to spend the rest of my grant there.
Even now that I have, unlike Rose, attained the oldish age and physical invisibility she longed for, I still struggle to reach the 'observant intelligence' and spiritual freedom she found in Agatha Christie's 'proper, fussy, inquisitive' Miss Marple, whom she also identified with Kierkegaard's 'knight or lady of faith'. Back then, I was knight or lady of nothing. I loved Hegel, and philosophy, and studying with Gillian, but mainly I was scared.
'Apitiful approach,' Rose writes in Paradiso of Peter Brown's Augustine of Hippo, the standard biography of another great philosophical life. 'Every stage in the development of Augustine's life and thought is attributed to the change in his age - to his youth, to his maturity, to his ageing': an inadequate way of looking 'at any life, ancient or modern, prophet, preacher or poet, that has been productive of a body of work challenging our reductive ideas of what a life can be'. Actually, she continues, 'the meaning of the work opens up the meaning of life,' a meaning, in all her writing, to do with 'the ineluctable paradox displayed in every life of power and powerlessness, of appearing and remaining hidden'.
'The dilemma of addressing modern ethics and politics without arrogating the authority under question': that's the way Rose chose to characterise 'the ineluctable difficulty' in a short preface she wrote to the 1995 edition of Hegel contra Sociology, published shortly before her death. 'The recourse to a difficult style,' as Caygill explained it, 'reflected the working through of the intrinsic difficulty,' which he followed Rose in describing as 'a trauma within reason itself'; and it's this trauma that is negotiated in 'the deceptively not-difficult' Love's Work, with its angelology and its allegory of King Arthur, its scandalous academic gossip and blithe exposure of the hole through the middle of metaphysics with the mystery of Aristotle's nose, a particular instance of a general category, yet also, in its irreducible snubness, irreplaceably itself.
Car journeys and the coming of television, boring family Seders and 'dry, predictable biscuits'; the news that came from Poland in 1949, when Gillian was a toddler and her sister Jacqueline barely born, that fifty members of the Prevezer family - cousins and aunts and uncles of their mother, Lynn - had been murdered in the Holocaust. 'My disastrous Judaism of fathers and family transmogrified into a personal, protestant inwardness and independence. Yet, as with the varieties of historical Protestantism ... the independence gained ... comes at the cost of the incessant anxiety of autonomy.'
Love's Work is the 'existential drama' of a postwar Jewish British woman philosopher, born in London in 1947, who reads books, sits in meetings, falls in love, falls ill, faces death. But it also constructs a personal iconography, a highly wrought and interlocking pattern of images and emblems which whoosh you, if you let them, right into the middle of 'the ineluctable difficulty', 'the trauma within reason itself'. Stones and Roses, for example, and centrally, Gillian's decision at sixteen to change her surname from that of Leslie Stone, her 'strict ... stern' biological father, to that of Irving Rose, the 'kind, equanimous, humorous' Irishman her mother married next; the fabulously 'over-ripe' interpretation she develops, the Rock of Zion and the Romance of the Rose, with the help of Joan Lindsay's endlessly unsettling Picnic at Hanging Rock. In the 18th century, as she said in her inaugural lecture, Berlin, the capital city of the Enlightenment, was surrounded by a wall, with the Rosenthaler Gate one of only three places Jews and cattle might enter. '"Rosenthal" means valley of roses; it is my name - the name that one branch of my family adopted in order to enter German civil society. So with this I sign and conclude this lecture.' I was there, it was as great a moment as she makes it sound. All of us knew it at the time.
Love's Work has lots to say, and quite a lot of it quite hurtful, about Rose's friends, lovers, family, colleagues, though over the decades since it was first published, much of the shock of that has faded. For me, it's the allegory of the 'Particles' that really glows now, the personae of Rose's own internal drama:
I was for ever accompanied by four wicked and energetic Particles, secret and clever companions, who never allowed me any inhuman innocence of beginning, and who kept me prodigiously busy. These imps were called 'Im-', 'A-', 'Di-' and 'Dys-': 'Im-migration', 'A-theism', 'Di-vorce', 'Dys-lexia'. 'Dyslexia', the last of these genies, is really the first: for, by discovering from very early on that the desert of stony words could be made to bloom, that I could channel what I could not overcome, I acquired a puckish strategy for enchanting the agents of adversity. The fourth disability could be made to germinate the other three.

Throwing herself head-first into the most difficult texts she could find, presumably, was for Rose something the Dys imp had taught her: 'Well, I am immersed. But if I am floundering, can I be saved by thrashing around?' And, perhaps, the willingness to risk pain and feel it properly, to 'prove the wound', as she writes at one point, make the knots and whorls of trauma blossom too: be it 'psychic distress, with which we are so doggedly familiar', or the 'bright, proud infoliation' of her stoma, its 'tight coils of concentric, fresh, blood-red flesh'. Postmodernists, I remember Rose extemporising in one of the Kierkegaard lectures, are always going on about 'the return of the body'. 'But the body has never been away.'
Di, the wicked little demon of Divorce, is all over Love's Work, linking and splitting the Stones and the Roses - after Gillian and Jacqueline, Lynn had a third daughter, Alison, with Irving, and Leslie had two more children, Diana and Anthony Stone. It's Di too who most strongly links and splits Love's Work with the famously 'forbidding' The Broken Middle, in which it appears in a new guise as Di-remption, 'modernity's ancient predicament', as Rose introduces it, 'this diremption between law and ethics ... always "recently" repeated' - the fateful and recurring split in social and political theories between the world as it is and the world as it ought to be. The broken middle itself, we are told, is 'triune', made up of 'universal, particular and singular' - the classic divisions of Aristotle's metaphysics - but the trouble is, post-Kantian 'common sense' causes us to see it as a series of dualistic oppositions. 'Made anxious by such inscrutable disjunctions, we invariably attempt to mend them, as will become evident, with love, forced or fantasised into the state.'
'Diremption' is an odd word, only occasionally used by A.V. Miller in the standard translation of the Phenomenology. Rose herself, I think I'm right in saying, never used it before The Broken Middle, but then came to use it a lot. 'Diremption,' she writes at a key point, 'draws attention to the trauma of separation of that which was, however, as in marriage, not originally united' - an idea that has something in it of Adorno's 'torn halves of an integral freedom to which, however, they do not add up'. My copy has, pencilled in the margin, OMG. 'Yet for the child,' she adds, 'the marriage seems an original unity, and there exists no form of return to alleviate the trauma' - on and on the moderns wander, orphans from a war, trying to repair a fantasy, a cosy corner, that was only ever real to them.
The Broken Middle starts - 'From the Middle in the Beginning' - by introducing the main 'personae of the system', who are Hegel and Kierkegaard, with smaller parts for Freud, Kafka, Franz Rosenzweig. Hegel, we know, is famous for his totalising system, Kierkegaard for the ironic personae with which he pseudonymously signed his books; Hegel's speculative dialectic is one thing, Kierkegaard's leap of faith quite another; besides which, Kierkegaard scattered all manner of mean remarks about Hegel across his work, ascribing 'movement in Hegelian logic' to 'pixies and goblins', accusing Hegel of 'malpractice' tantamount to medical neglect: 'Hegel can manage much better with the dead, for they are silent.' Kierkegaard, in short, is a fox who easily outruns Hegel; Hegel a hedgehog who rolls into a ball. As thinkers they are entirely incompatible. Except that Rose completely disagrees.
'This work begins instead by exploring the diremption of law and ethics as it appears not between but within the conceptuality of Hegel and Kierkegaard': the book is presented as a piece of philosophical theatre, with Hegel and Kierkegaard both the double act in the spotlight and the twin masks above the thick red curtains at the beginning of the show. The Phenomenology, Rose thinks, is entirely dramatic, 'a play of personae' within a single work; Kierkegaard's personae - Johannes de Silentio, Johannes Climacus, Anti-Climacus and so on - are dramas that also enact a dialectic. The aim, moreover, 'of both "authorships"' is 'to bring Revelation into philosophy ... as triune or aporetic reason - universal, particular and singular'. Rose sees this as 'the political difficulty par excellence: the opposition between particular and general will, to use Rousseau's terms; or the struggle between particular and universal class, to use Marx's terms; and the difficulty of representing this relation in terms of political institutions and aesthetic values'. The part about the 'difficulty of representing this relation in terms of political institutions and aesthetic values' will be taken up by Rose in the 'analogies between the soul, the city and the sacred' that structure Mourning Becomes the Law.
The second half of The Broken Middle turns to 'the Revolution in the revolutions of 1989' - the breaching of the 20th-century version of the wall around Berlin - which 'has not destroyed Marxism so much as it has dismantled postwar state socialism ... reopen[ing] ... all the antinomies of modern state and society' including, most presciently, 'the connection between liberalism and fascism from which postwar state socialism has proved such a dangerous distraction'. Rose is worried by the 'holy middles' she sees being 'forced or fantasised' into politics, in liberal communitarianism, in postmodern Christian theology, in the Holocaust theology of Emil Fackenheim and in Emmanuel Levinas's ethics of alterity, which breaks down completely with his response to the Israeli-sponsored massacre in the Lebanese refugee camps of Sabra and Shatila in 1982. ('But if your neighbour attacks another neighbour or treats him unjustly, what can you do?' Levinas asks, exonerating 'not only Israel in particular but also the whole political-historical structure of repetition backwards which he evasively identifies', as Rose says, and 'a fortiori ... his own ethics'.)
But the broken heart of The Broken Middle began life as 'Women, State and Revolution', a series of lectures given at Sussex just before I got there, in 1985. The central chapter, I would say, of the book is called 'Love and the State', and the central section of that, 'Droits de la femme/Droits de la citoyenne', begins with the liberal-feminist theorist Carole Pateman's classic account of Hegel, 'the social contract theorists' greatest critic', being perfectly happy with marriage as an institution that forces women to stay at home. The trouble with this, Rose thinks, is that Pateman has walked straight into the neo-Kantian quagmire, offering a 'feminist reading which knows what it is looking for before it looks', overlooking 'the ways in which the legal and social status of women, their dialectic of activity and passivity ... is at the heart, or - to eschew a metaphor of the emotions - is the difficulty, the aporia, of the critique of Enlightenment'. It is the story of this 'difficulty, the aporia' that Rose proceeds to tell.
Rahel Varnhagen, salonniere and belletrist; Rosa Luxemburg, revolutionary and Marxist theorist; Hannah Arendt, immigrant to America and liberal darling: each, Rose believes, lived and worked through a critical moment in German history, and all three were 'especially qualified witnesses of the equivocation of the middle', doubly excluded, as Jews and as women, from the public lives of the states and societies of which they were a part. Varnhagen neither wrote books nor led a revolution and yet she both witnessed and hastened the rise of liberal modernity through her 'interstitial ... coign of vantage'. Luxemburg hastened, witnessed and was finally murdered over the crisis in German social democracy that followed the First World War. Arendt escaped the rise of fascism for America, to write The Origins of Totalitarianism, Parts 1 and 2 of which display a commendable 'tension of middlewomanship', while Part 3 - the pulpier totalitarianism section - begins the 'retreat' into the 'judgmental, abstract and ahistorical' nature of her later work.
The greatest middlewoman of the three is Luxemburg, whose lifelong stand against the 'contrary barbarisms' of both Bernsteinian revisionism and the supposedly democratic centralism of Lenin did not cause her to lapse into the 'easy path' of either centrism or 'immediacy and spontaneity'. On the contrary, Rose's Luxemburg is a skilled and courageous navigator of what Rose calls 'a-poria, without a path' and what Luxemburg herself called a 'road ... between ... two rocks', 'betwixt and between the two dangers by which it' - the revolution - 'is constantly being threatened. One is the loss of its mass character; the other, the abandonment of its goal.' Luxemburg, in other words, understands the risks one takes on embarking on a revolution, as outlined in Hegel contra Sociology: the risks of 'recreating a terror, or reinforcing lawlessness, or strengthening bourgeois law in its universality and arbitrariness'. Rose's Luxemburg, I feel like saying, is sort of Rose herself.
'Socialist democracy,' Luxemburg wrote in The Russian Revolution (1922), 'does not come as some sort of Christmas present for the worthy people who, in the interim, have loyally supported a handful of socialist dictators ... The only way to a rebirth is the school of public life itself.' In this text and in The Mass Strike (1906) Luxemburg is, 'in effect', Rose writes, 'willing to be "premature", to act on faith with what knowledge it can muster, to fail even, but thereby to gain in self-knowledge and self-consciousness'. She is willing, in short, to let people be themselves, learn from their mistakes, live through 'the educative experience of political freedoms ... in a radically democratic sense of opening up public space' - 'insisting,' as Rose would later expand, 'on the uncertain course of class struggle ... the multiplicity of eventualities which might emerge between the extremes [of] "Barbarism or Socialism".' Though tragically, in Luxemburg's case, the eventuality that happened was brutal repression and death.
The problem, as Luxemburg knew perfectly well, was that the German proletariat was too bound by 'bourgeois parliamentarianism, bourgeois morality and civility', to be capable of socialist revolution - in 1905 or in 1919. And so, towards the end of The Mass Strike, she tried to 'project' the rise of Russian revolutionary feeling, 'with the grammar of providential futurity', onto Germany, 'a projection which nevertheless resounds counterfactually and with circularity'. Rose suggests, in fact, that the latter chapters of The Mass Strike be read 'counter-suggestively', as a 'prophetic index of the counter-revolutionary politics that are likely to emerge when non-organised workers are not rallied and do not rally to the political and economic struggle'. An emphasis on the 'publicity of spontaneity', Rose continues, could result 'not in mobilising the masses for socialism but for fascism', as actually happened in Germany after Luxemburg's death. 'If Rosa Luxemburg's authorship not only declares "Socialism or Barbarism" but contains the incipient insight that barbarism without "socialism" means some variety of fascism': well certainly that's what happened in 1930s Germany. Disaster triumphant radiating across the enlightened earth.
The fifth of the Marxist Modernism lectures is about Dialectic of Enlightenment (1944), written by Adorno in collaboration with Max Horkheimer, the director of the Frankfurt Institute, during their wartime exile in the US. The 'normal explanation', as Rose says, of the emergence of fascism in Germany in the 1930s was that 'you had a very rapid development of capitalism without a liberal-democratic political structure,' leading to 'the breakdown of civilisation'; but neither she nor Adorno-Horkheimer thinks this explanation is in itself enough. 'It is capitalist rationality itself which produces and reproduces forms of barbarism,' she writes. 'Fascism cannot be seen as a breakdown unique to Germany ... but is itself inherent in the logic of late capitalism.' The rationalism of control over nature becomes, as she says, 'weapons of destruction'. Enlightened forms of living, 'new forms of enslavement'. 'Instead of the autonomy of mind which had been promised, new ways of controlling the minds of others ... new forms of propaganda and lies'. Enlightenment itself, the very idea and project, 'new forms of myth'.
At  the beginning of Love's Work, it is 1991 and Rose is in New York to visit Jim Fessenden, who is now dying of Aids. In Chapter 7 she lists the wonders to which Jim had introduced her when they first met in 1970: Kant, Hegel, Nietzsche, Heidegger, Schoenberg, cooking, hashish, the German language, and the list goes on. Where is Marx on this list? Is he missing because she knew Marx already, via Jean Floud perhaps, who 'saved' her by introducing her to sociology, or some more obviously 'revolutionary' form of 'practice'; or was she not that much of a Marxist at all? 'Instead of politicising academia,' as she wrote in The Melancholy Science, the Frankfurt School 'academicised politics', and as an institution, 'reaffirmed and reinforced those aspects of the intellectual universe which it criticised and aimed to change'. Did she, too, get stuck in the academicisation of politics, or could it be that the academicisation of politics simply suited her quite well?
Marxist Modernism collects transcribed tape recordings of seven lectures Rose gave to Sussex undergraduates in 1979, a year after the publication of the Adorno book, when she would have been deep into working on Hegel contra Sociology (1981). The tone is fact-filled but conversational, and includes, even, one of Rose's mysterious 'jokes', so learned that only she found them funny - 'I'll explain more about that later on,' she says, but I don't think she does. As people often say about Adorno, too, it's good to read lectures given by difficult thinkers, because that's when you catch them less interested in stylistic perfection on the page than in getting their point across. The first lecture, for example, summarises the critique of Marxism from Hegel contra Sociology in two sentences: 'Marx had no theory of culture as such. As I've said, Hegel did.' Without a theory of culture, Marx's thought 'became rigidified into static, mechanistic and deterministic distinctions between the economic base and the ideological, legal and political superstructure'. It was this rigidity that the Marxist modernists set out to loosen up.
The figures under discussion are Georg Lukacs, Ernst Bloch, Brecht and Benjamin, Adorno selbst and Adorno-Horkheimer - Dialectic of Enlightenment, she says at one point, is 'the most incredible book'. The Frankfurt School is given its historical background: the First World War and the revolutions after it; the rise of Hitler, which meant that Marxist, mostly Jewish, intellectuals in Germany had to get out. The lectures also introduce the basic aesthetic choices these thinkers made: classic realism, expressionism, proletkult and so on. Adorno's much quoted 'torn halves' remark originally referred to avant-garde v. popular art, which he 'insisted' should be analysed together: 'Both bear the stigmata of capitalism, both contain elements of change ... Both are torn halves of an integral freedom, to which, however, they do not add up.' This claim was originally made in a 1936 letter to Benjamin, which can be found in Verso's Aesthetics and Politics anthology. The two books work brilliantly together - Verso should put them in a box set.
It was Lukacs who began the re-Hegelianising of Marxism for which the Frankfurt School became famous, with his minute examination of 'the riddle of commodity structure' as Marx presented it in the first chapter of Capital, especially the section on 'The Fetishism of the Commodity and Its Secret'. The wage-slave works on a thing, but sees his work as alien, because he's doing it for the lord of industry, who pays him a wage: 'A definite social relation between men assumes the phantasmagoric form of a relation between things.' 'That's the crucial sentence,' Rose says. I looked it up in my own copy to check I understood it, and found it highlighted and further marked with a cigarette burn, so I guess she must have said that to us as well. 'Marx is not saying, for example, that the illusions that arise out of commodity fetishism are wrong; he is saying that those illusions are necessary and real but nevertheless, they are illusions.'
Adorno and his Frankfurt colleagues followed Lukacs in calling this 'reification' - not a word Marx ever used himself - and saw in it 'a model for the relationship between social processes and social institutions and consciousness' that granted 'enormous liberty' to different thinkers to do their Marxism in whichever way happened to suit: 'The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction' (Benjamin); The Theory of the Novel (Lukacs); 'Shouldn't We Liquidate Aesthetics?' (Brecht). Rose's richest lecture is the last one, which is about Adorno, and the way you might produce the best and most rigorous art ever - 'He was thinking of the music of Berg, Webern, Schoenberg, but also of the work of Kafka and Thomas Mann' - and yet, because 'the forces of production are displaced into high, quasi-privileged spheres, isolated ... even when they incorporate true consciousness, [they] are also partly false.' 'Adorno's thesis is that ... many forms of radical activity - whether artistic, political, social, theoretical - are fated to display "the same disastrous pattern" which they seek to combat.' In a footnote, the editors trace this cheery thought to a passage from Adorno's Minima Moralia: 'And how comfortless is the thought that the sickness of the normal does not necessarily imply as its opposite the health of the sick.'
In  1985, Rose had just published her third book, Dialectic of Nihilism, which attacked the then fashionable French poststructuralists - Derrida, Deleuze, Foucault - for what she saw as a hideously self-destructive wrecking operation ('The result ... is that the world remains not only unchanged but also unknown. What is more, they invite us to celebrate such impotence at this hecatomb of all previous interpretations'). How, we used to wonder, did this anti-Foucault vehemence play out in the senior common room, given that Sussex in the 1980s was one of the main centres of Derrida and Foucault studies in Britain and that one of the star teachers on the much more poststructuralism-friendly Critical Theory MA was Gillian's younger sister, Jacqueline Rose?*
I'd arrived in Brighton in a hurry, without having found a place to live, but one of the other Rosettes decided to leave, which meant I got his room. My new flatmate was doing the critical theory masters, and was as devoted to Jacqueline as I was to Gillian: we collected facts and compared notes, like Jenny Gray and Sandy Stranger with our respective Miss Jean Brodies. Jacqueline, we established, wore earrings and nail varnish, whereas Gillian did not. Was this the French influence as against the German? Gillian had dedicated her Hegel book to 'the Intriguer': much research was conducted in order to work out who this 'Intriguer' was. Jacqueline, then as now, was the serious scholar of Freud and Freudianism, but Gillian too could be quite Freudian in casual conversation - 'Paraprrrrraxis!' she would hiss, when a student claimed to have 'forgotten' a deadline - and she wrote about Freud in The Broken Middle, in which '"working-through" is the pivot' on which it is decided if 'repetition backwards, the repressed prototype' can become 'repetition forwards', the 'freely mobile ego'. But Jacqueline, from her collaboration with Juliet Mitchell on Feminine Sexuality (1982) onwards, clearly found in feminism a hospitable coign of vantage, whereas Gillian did not. 'Feminism never offered me any help,' she wrote, with tremulous bravado, in Love's Work. 'For it fails to address the power of women as well as their powerlessness, and the response of both men and women to that power.' But maybe it could have done, if she had asked it? Why was it she didn't want to? Is the way she presents feminism entirely fair?
It's noticeable, if you like looking at writers' acknowledgments, how often Gillian thanks men friends and male colleagues, how seldom women. Was this because Gillian worked in subjects that were historically less open to women? If so, the answer merely repeats the same question in a different way. You meet women - often feminists, or so they claim - who just don't seem to like other women, but Gillian wasn't like that. She was just Gillian, living the paradox of her singularity, 'idea and act at once defin[ing] the angel, who is the unique instance of its species, without generation or gender', as she wrote in Judaism and Modernity. 'I don't like it when people say, "I'm writing this book as a woman, as a Jew, as a Catholic, as a black,"' she said, in an interview on Irish radio a week before she died. 'Those are things that need to be explored in order to know what they are. We write in order to explore what they might mean.'
In the critique of Carole Pateman in The Broken Middle, Gillian explained why it makes no sense for the feminist scholar to lunge backwards into history, like a bull in a china shop, knowing what she looks for before she looks. She puts the same point more aphoristically towards the end of Love's Work: 'When I claim that women's experience has been silenced by the patriarchal tradition, which represents itself spuriously as universal, from where do I speak? From women's particularity? Then how could I speak? I could only stutter. From patriarchy? Would it want to unmask itself? From sceptical faith, shaky but persistent, in critical reason?'
Is it feminism, exactly, that Gillian objects to, or is it a trait in feminist scholarship - the sort that uses imprecise, essentialising, ahistorical metaphors to do with 'silencing' and 'forgetting' and 'reclamation', which inadvertently obscure more about patriarchal relations through history than they reveal? 'Are there not better terms than "forgetting", terms which might bring us closer to the psychic and political dynamics that result in the absence of women philosophers from the mainstream record?' as Sophie Smith put the matter recently in the LRB.+ 'Terms, moreover, that do not encourage us to "forget" the writers, usually women themselves, who have fought to correct that record?' So what might 'sceptical faith, shaky but persistent, in critical reason' have to offer instead?
'For by "negative self-relation" woman is explicitly defined, and she may therefore have the advantage in coming to understand, in making the beginning,' Rose wrote in The Broken Middle. Spend a bit of time with that book, and you will notice a few things. The 'crisis' of the beginning follows Kierkegaard in being a crisis not of an actor, but an actress. The pronouns the book uses for its universals are she/her. The knight of faith in Kierkegaard's Fear and Trembling 'proves its immortality by making no distinction between man and woman'. De Silentio, its pseudonymous author, gets his name from 'the legal term for inference from omission', for reading the text between the lines. 'GR said, men have to worry about losing whereas women have lost, so things can only start looking up,' I wrote in my diary for 3/2/86. Women may see all sorts of things from such a coign of vantage. Why is it that so much of the time we don't really want to look?
Rose's first experience with both desire and gender, as she writes in Love's Work, came with her unrequited passion for Roy Rogers, the television cowboy, whom she desperately wanted 'to be and to have'. Her father 'was not amused' when she trained herself to urinate from a standing position. Her mother told her, 'for reasons of her own (her fear of my burgeoning gender proclivities)', that the closest she could get to Roy 'was to become a milkmaid ... Inauspicious beginning to the long, gruelling ordeals of love to come'.
Forty-odd years later, part of her colon was removed and the healthy part attached to her abdomen, leaving her with a stoma, an opening, below her waist. 'I have trouble imagining, publicly or privately, that everyone is not made exactly as I am myself,' she wrote in Love's Work. 'Suppose beings which solely urinate were all changed to beings which also defecate? The collective transition would be in effect no change at all. Suppose we all awoke one day with four faces, each one going straight forward' - this, surely, is a deliberate echo of Plato's allegory of gender in the Symposium. 'It makes all the difference: it makes no difference at all,' because souls inhabit bodies of all sorts in all sorts of different ways. 'It becomes routine; my routine is unselfconscious about the rituals and private character of your routines. Thus, I handle my shit.'
Jacqueline Rose  did not write in public about her sister until ten years after her death, in an essay you'll find in The Last Resistance from 2007, 'the year that Israel's occupation of the West Bank and Gaza reach[ed] its fortieth anniversary'. It begins with the observation that in the early 1990s, her own work, that of Gillian and that of their cousin the theatre director Braham Murray, all converged on the Holocaust: Jacqueline with her work on Sylvia Plath, Braham with a concentration camp version of Macbeth and Gillian with a chapter in The Broken Middle on the 'New Political Theology - Out of Holocaust and Liberation'. Clearly, Jacqueline wrote, the convergence represented 'a way of engaging a mostly unspoken part of our family history'. But each of them was also making a 'plea: that Auschwitz should not become sacred, its victims ideal innocents, its perpetrators unthinkable monsters, equally beyond the pale; nor should it be seen as absolute, unrepresentable, horror, which can only therefore be countered by an equivalently absolute act of redemption by the Israeli nation state.'
For Jacqueline, Gillian's key essay is the one on 'Midrash and Political Authority', written in 1993 and published in Mourning Becomes the Law: Jewishness seen not as a sacralised, sublime space, but as bound up with authority, domination, coercion, violence, as any other nation, despite and because of its terrible legacy. 'Judaism and Jewish communities have always been more - not less - exposed to the equivocation of the ethical; the clash between meaning and configuration, the inversion of "generous" principles into outcomes of domination,' as Gillian wrote in The Broken Middle. 'Judaism, that is, has lived with especial intensity the problem of the relationship between authority - denied to the Jews by the outside world, all the more fiercely husbanded and enforced within their own polity - and ethics,' as Jacqueline put it. 'It has demonstrated,' she went on, 'and here I think we can hear her' - Gillian's - 'critique of Israel today, the point where an attempt to guarantee your ethical life precisely because you are ... an outsider, risks inverting itself into the most dangerous forms of self-legitimation and power.'
Mourning Becomes the Law has a subtitle, 'Philosophy and Representation', which sounds bland, but really isn't. By 'representation', Rose is thinking about the word's three main uses, to do with art, to do with politics, to do with philosophy, and a critique of all of them, in their 'mutual entanglements in power', 'without ... depending on any outworn metaphysical base'. It's a faster, looser version of what Hegel contra Sociology painstakingly propounded as the speculative proposition, 'the pathos of the Concept' as dramatised by The Broken Middle, but shot from a pistol, for a change. 'Alert to the critique of representation and to my own critique of that critique ... I discuss architecture, painting, film and poetry in its representation of power, domination and the Holocaust.' And so, it was to 'the connection between liberalism and fascism', disaster triumphant as she saw fascism's post-Soviet re-emergence in the 1990s, to which her thoughts were turning in her final book.
Rose's inaugural lecture at Warwick became the first chapter in Mourning Becomes the Law. The first joke comes in the title of the lecture. The third city turns out to be the secular city, from ancient Rome to the 1990s community architecture movement, as sponsored by Prince Charles, as if modernity had never happened - she had a slide to show us, of the heir to the throne, pictured in friendly communion with a group of 'grubby, labouring lads'. The second joke came in her reading of Poussin's painting of Phocion's wife, gathering her unjustly executed husband's ashes outside the wall of the ideal city. Rose had, she theatrically confided, entered into a correspondence with Sister Wendy, then a television art historian, on the subject of this painting. According to Plutarch, Phocion's wife gathered the ashes to her breast; according to Sister Wendy, she mixed them with water and ate them. Either way, for Gillian the act was one of good-enough love and 'a finite act of political justice': 'In these delegitimate acts of tending the dead ... against the current will of the city, women reinvent the political life of the community.' For Sister Wendy, it was simply 'an act of perfect love'.
The third joke came in what is now the third act of the essay: a fourth city, Auschwitz, 'emblem of contemporaneous Jewish history and now of modernity as such'. Readers of Love's Work know that in 1990 Gillian became a consultant to the Polish Commission on the Future of Auschwitz, amid the post-Soviet redevelopment of Eastern Europe and with the Holocaust turned into what she calls 'a civil religion', especially for Americans, 'with Auschwitz as the anti-city' of the 'American political community', 'the measure of demonic anti-reason'. At that time, she said, several Holocaust museums were being opened in America, and she and her colleagues discovered they had been bidding against one another to buy 'the last remaining original wooden barrack from Auschwitz-Birkenau': 'We were horrified.' No joke there.
'Holocaust piety', Rose calls this new religion in the book's second chapter, 'Beginnings of the day - Fascism and representation'. 'To argue for silence, prayer, the banishment equally of poetry and knowledge, in short, the witness of "ineffability", that is, non-representability, is to mystify something we dare not understand, because we fear that it may be all too understandable, all too continuous with what we are.' Instead of piety she proposes 'Holocaust ethnography', exploring 'the representation of fascism and the fascism of representation ... across the production, distribution and reception of cultural works'. Thus, for example, Liam Neeson as the hero of Steven Spielberg's Schindler's List (1993), bearing witness to the liquidation of the Krakow ghetto, 'suspended in a saddle on a charger, overlooking from a promontory'. Thus, too, the 'humane, temperate, restrained' Primo Levi - not, Rose notes, that even this humaneness could save him from feeling 'irrevocably contaminated' by what he had witnessed.
Her most illuminating move is to compare Spielberg's movie with the Merchant Ivory adaptation of Kazuo Ishiguro's The Remains of the Day from the same year, in which a monstrously repressed butler, played by Anthony Hopkins - 'the servant, the bondsman' - finds his life's work in the unquestioning service he performs for Lord Darlington, an aristocratic English Nazi, played by James Fox. 'Let us make a film in which the representation of fascism would engage with the fascism of representation,' Rose writes. 'A film, shall we say, which follows the life story of a member of the SS in all its pathos, so that we empathise with him, identify with his hopes and fears, disappointments and rage ... We have seen the film, read the book, which represents this story.' The Remains of the Day is not set in Nazi Germany, yet Rose is surely right that it is 'a Nazi Bildungsfilm', though 'not a representation of mobilised fascism, which breaks the barrier between the fantasy of revenge and the carrying out of murderous feelings on arbitrarily selected scapegoats'. (The internet was not on hand in the 1990s to supply this, but it certainly is now.) 'Instead of emerging with sentimental tears, which leave us emotionally and politically intact, we emerge with the dry eyes of a deep grief, which belongs to the recognition of our ineluctable grounding in the norms of the emotional and political culture represented.' To which you might say, but I don't live in a big house, either as a lord or a bondsman. But we all live with what Rose calls 'the nihilism of disowned emotions, and the personal and political depredations' so caused.
A problem with Marxism, Rose continues, is that it tends to assume that intellectuals, or individuals, or classes, are 'innocent of political practice' except when they are ready to act politically, whereas actually, we are always 'already politically active', all the time. We are, therefore, 'always staking ourselves in the representation of fascism and the fascism of representation'. (It's 'fascist', for example, Rose said in her Irish radio interview, to write 'as a woman, as a Jew, as a Catholic, as a black', without caveat or exploration, and I see what she means, though I also think it's too harsh just to say that without much more explanation. To try it in the language of the allegory with which we started: to stake your claim to a place in politics, philosophy, the world, on your own fixed sense of a fixed identity doesn't give politics, philosophy, the world, a lot of leeway. To try to fix your place in politics is bad for politics and for yourself.)
For politics 'does not happen when you act on behalf of your own damaged good, but when you act, without guarantees, for the good of all - this is to take the risk of the universal interest. Politics in this sense requires representation, the critique of representation and the critique of the critique of representation.' We have now come far enough in our journey, I think, to know what she's saying we have to do.
There's  a funny bit in one of the Marxist Modernism lectures in which Rose blames Arendt for 'the infuriating stress on the personal aspects' of Benjamin's life. Of course, she didn't live long enough to see the irony play out in readers' responses to Love's Work, and of course, it's because she knew she wouldn't that she was able to write it the way she did. But 'representation, the critique of representation and the critique of the critique of representation'. How do Rose's remarks about the fascism inherent in ordinary cultural practices apply to the ways we read her book?
Love's Work has now been published as a Penguin Modern Classic, with an introduction by Madeleine Pulman-Jones, a poet, linguist and translator from Russian, Polish and Yiddish. In 2020 she was diagnosed with Stage IV Hodgkin's Lymphoma, and writes of cancer treatment as one more dull, hard language to be attended to and brought to life: 'I began to wonder whether the language of cancer - the words that wind themselves in and out of one's veins like chemicals - is a dialect of a more important language: love.' Maybe, and it's neither avoidable nor a bad thing that in the ever more precisely targeted publishing market, Love's Work now stands as a classic memoir of mortal illness. But I was dismayed to see Pulman-Jones write that Rose 'was committed to the agon - the creativity - of writing'. 'Creativity' - eugh - was not at all a Gillian thing. What I haven't said about her but should for truthfulness is that she could be harsh with students she felt weren't trying. I totally adored her, as must be obvious, but even now, thinking about her occasional harshness makes me wince.
It's noticeable, as Jay has observed, that many of Rose's most committed readers don't like writing about her deathbed reception into the Church of England: Caygill didn't mention it in his obituary in Radical Philosophy, and Jacqueline didn't mention it in her 2007 essay, though she did in an interview with Giles Fraser for his Confessions podcast in 2019: 'For Gillian Christianity was a continuation of her Jewishness, it was not a repudiation of it.' As Rose's literary executor, Caygill published the text of her final notebooks in a 1998 issue of Women: A Cultural Review, 'not only as the continuation of ... Love's Work but also for the light they cast on her controversial conversion to Anglican Christianity', and then Paradiso in 1999, which casts more.
The final notebooks have never been published in book form. 'I would write "Breakfast Poems" not Lunch Poems (Frank O'Hara),' she writes on Sunday, 3 December. 'Whatever breakfast consists of - gruel and grit on an upturned beer barrel, the sky already parched - it welcomes the day, looks out toward the horizon, harbours expectation.' The next entry reports on a vomiting attack. 'All children needed more cuddles and kisses ... Physical affection is so important.' She makes notes about Ezekiel, the Psalms, J.H. Prynne, visits from family and friends and the bishop of Coventry - 'That is why seeing now a rabbi this weekend is essential ... I shall not lose my Judaism, but gain that more deeply, too.'
There's no point in a reader feeling too guilty about her voyeuristic longing to read those final notebooks in full. To feel bad is just to repeat the self-destructive self-obsession of the beautiful soul. Her sentimentality, however? 'The sentimentality of the ultimate predator' is a phrase Rose uses when writing about Schindler's List: 'the sentimentality of the ultimate predator, whose complacency is left in place'. Neither sentimentality nor complacency stand up for long against the disturbing force of Rose's late political writings, and they're relatively short and conversational. You can't keep pleading 'difficulty' as your excuse.
It's politics that matters, which is where 'representation, the critique of representation and the critique of the critique of representation' comes in. 'It is possible to mean well, to be caring and kind, loving one's neighbour as oneself, yet to be complicit in the corruption of social institutions' - but exactly how, and how, then, do we start to stop it? Well, we are sentimental, too, about our innocence 'as modern citizens, protected ... by the military might of the modern state', so we might start by spoiling that. It is, however, 'the very opposition between morality and legality - between inner, autonomous "conscience" and outer, heteronymous institutions - that depraves us', a diremption that is also a trauma that can never hope to heal. Though it might just be comprehensible, 'in all its anxiety and equivocation', if we go on trying, as Edna did, 'getting it all more or less wrong, more or less all the time'. 'In this way, we may resume reflexively what we always do: to know, misknow, and yet to grow.' And then, 'rended not mended', the broken middle may show.
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At the British Museum
'Silk Roads'
Josephine Quinn

2029 wordsMy first visit  to the British Museum was on a date, and under duress. My objection wasn't to elite cultural institutions or stolen goods, but to visiting a museum about Britain. I was studying classics to get away from all that. I can still remember the bewilderment of walking into those first long galleries with their five-legged bulls and giant stone kings. I saw the Rosetta Stone and burst into tears. It had never occurred to me that such things existed in a visible world beyond my books, or that places so far away really existed at all. I got that feeling again at the Silk Roads exhibition (until 23 February).
The most exquisite object in the show is also the simplest: a glass bowl tinted Strega yellow, not much larger than your cupped hand, with its sides cut down to hexagonal facets that intersect in a honeycomb pattern. Made in Iran in the sixth century ce, it was dedicated two centuries later by the Empress Komyo in the imperial treasury of Heijo-kyo, the capital of Nara Japan, 7500 km to the east. It isn't clear how the bowl reached the Japanese court - via an envoy, perhaps, or a monk - but it almost certainly came by way of China, then ruled by the Tang dynasty.
The history of the glass bowl illustrates the twin themes of this astonishing show, the best I've seen at the museum in the last thirty years: the vast distances travelled by objects and ideas, and the local and regional circuits in which they moved. Right away it upsets the usual story - these Silk Roads led east from China. The exhibition starts with journeyways between China, Japan and Silla, a 'kingdom of gold' that united most of Korea in the seventh century and became an empire with Chinese characteristics, including Chinese script and the Chinese education system. The state academy that opened in the capital, Geumseong, in 682 was modelled on the Imperial Academy.
From there the displays snake west across the dark space of the gallery, evoking a journey made by starlight in cool desert air. The plinths and showcases vary in height to reflect the terrain and to avoid blocking views down the length of the gallery, connecting the lands of six broad regions. The names of cities hang from above in grey block letters like a dim Milky Way.
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The focus is on the period from 500 to 1000 ce, traditionally Europe's Dark Ages, and for the most part the regional sections explore overland routes, with appended case studies devoted to maritime connections. In the first, a ninth-century shipwreck discovered in 1998 off the island of Belitung near Sumatra demonstrates the complexity of transoceanic links. The vessel was on its return trip west from China when it sank, heading for the trading cities of the Abbasid caliphate (a journey contemporary Arabic accounts suggest could take around six months), but it seems to have diverted from the standard route through the Strait of Malacca to call at an Indonesian port, or perhaps even directly at the spice islands another thousand kilometres east. Whatever the ship was doing in these dangerous seas, its contents reveal a massive commercial operation at work. If the Silk Roads of the popular imagination are named for a light and costly fabric ideal for overland transportation, the weightier maritime equivalent was china itself: porcelain made of finer-grained clays than those found further west, which were then fired at higher temperatures to produce a stronger, whiter and even translucent effect. The merchants may have spent a year or more at a Chinese port acquiring their cargo: almost sixty thousand separate items made in Hunan province were recovered, more than 90 per cent of them painted and decorated bowls piled up and protected by straw, or layered in stacked circles within larger vessels. Bowls weren't popular local products of the Changsha kilns, so these must have been a special order for shipment west.
The only overland routes from China to Central Asia ran through the Hexi corridor between Mongolia and Tibet to the Tarim Basin, where they continued north and south of the Taklamakan desert. Another showstopper, a plain bolt of silk made in the third or fourth century, was excavated at Loulan in the Xinjiang Uyghur Autonomous Region in the far north-west of modern China. It has a bracing functionality, but it is also fragile: a creased, flattened cylinder, yellow-brown and broken in two. Standard bolts of 12m x 54cm were used for tax payments in Tang China. On routes west they could serve as salary for Chinese soldiers, and as valuable currency.
It wasn't only silk, of course. Lightweight luxuries of all descriptions came through this region. The forests of Tibet supplied musk, made from the glands of the male musk deer. Visitors to the exhibition can smell this aroma (something like polished furniture), along with incense and balsam, from 'scent boxes', an alternative to the usual games and dressing-up chests. Scents, salt and Central Asian wine travelled east towards China. There, as often, exotic goods were prized more for looks than function. Incense burners were a necessary technological upgrade to make anything of the new aromatics, but wine could be enjoyed without specialised equipment, and barware from the west was at first a curiosity: imported drinking horns inspired local copies without spouts, while a dramatic porcelain jug fashioned in the form of a phoenix preserves the shape of a West Asian wine ewer, but there is no hole in the bird's beak for the liquid to pour out. The conquest of distance has a power of its own: more than half of the items on display come from the British Museum's own collections.
[image: Phoenix-head ewer (618-907).]Phoenix-head ewer (618-907).




Traffic was heavy along these remote paths. One of the first stops on the southern branch was the town of Dunhuang, near a Buddhist temple complex built in the Mogao caves. In 1900, a 'Library Cave' was uncovered, with treasures including more than seventy thousand manuscripts in almost twenty different languages, from Chinese and Tibetan to Sanskrit and Old Uyghur. Some are bilingual, with necessary amendments: Buddhist texts in Sanskrit written vertically, for instance, to map onto Chinese characters alongside. Others are phrasebooks: a manual for Tibetan travellers supplies useful Chinese terms in Tibetan script, beginning with 'chopsticks' and 'beer' (which in Chinese becomes 'barley wine') and ending with 'Be quiet!'
Buddhism had reached Chinese cities from India in the first or second century ce and spread from there to Korea and Japan. It was entirely compatible with commerce, including in human beings: documents record the involvement in the slave trade of monks and nuns in the Tarim Basin. The silkworms fared better: unlike in China, the silk producers of Buddhist Khotan on the southern route round the Taklamakan practised a no-kill method, allowing the larvae to hatch as moths before harvesting their fabric cocoons.
North of the arid desert the rulers of the Uyghur kingdom of Kocho adopted a different Asian religion from China. In the third century ce, a Mesopotamian prophet called Mani had invented a new form of Christianity that incorporated aspects of Judaism, Buddhism, Zoroastrianism and Mithraism. It was based on the dualism of light and dark, good and evil, God and matter, and it focused on the possibility of redemption, though of a rather gradual kind: only a limited number of 'Elect' could achieve an end to the wandering of their souls at the end of their lives, and only if they rejected worldly possessions and concerns and became vegetarians. The best the larger class of 'Hearers' could hope for was to be reborn as members of the Elect. Manicheanism survived in China until the 14th century, and travelled west as far as Rome. Its shadow would hang over Western Christianity for more than a millennium, calling into question the orthodoxy of Catholic sects including the Bogomils and Cathars.
Our journey continues past emotional camels and a well-preserved ancient jam tart. At the heart of the Silk Roads were the Sogdians, traders who lived in Central Asian cities between the Oxus and Jaxartes in modern Uzbekistan and Tajikistan, spoke a form of Persian that still survives in Tajikistan, and travelled between Iran, India, Siberia and China. They made an impression there: an octagonal gold cup from the Yangzhou region, found on the Belitung wreck, depicts seven Central Asian musicians and a dancer with his arms and one leg in the air. This is a spinning dance or 'Sogdian whirl' that had become very popular among the Chinese, who called it the huteng wu ('foreign leaping dance'). At the same time, the Sogdians' Aramaic script was adopted by Uyghurs to the east, and later inspired the Mongolian and Manchu writing systems.
[image: Octagonal cup with musicians and a dancer (c.830s).]Octagonal cup with musicians and a dancer (c.830s).




At home the Sogdian city-states thrived under the nominal suzerainty of semi-nomadic Altaic-speaking Turks to the north, who used their urban centres for trade and took a share of their profits. When the Turks fell to the Tang in the seventh century, Sogdians made common cause with China. This is the era that produced the centrepiece of the Sogdian case study: a painting in jewel colours of almost unearthly intensity that once covered the southern wall of a reception room in an aristocratic house in Samarkand, the leading Sogdian city-state. A loan from Uzbekistan's Samarkand State Museum-Reserve, it depicts the ritual procession King Varkhuman makes to a shrine where he will sacrifice to his ancestors in honour of Nowruz, the spring equinox festival that marks the Iranian New Year. His train includes soldiers, wives (the most favoured riding an elephant) and Zoroastrian priests wearing mouth coverings to avoid polluting the sacred fire altars which they tended.
Further west there is a greater choice of routes. They lead us through the Red Sea, the Mediterranean, the Sahara, and along the Austrvegr or 'Eastern Way' that travelled from Baghdad and Constantinople down the Volga and the Don to the Baltic, bringing silk to the graves of Vikings (here relabelled Scandinavians, though #notallScandinavians). Islamic silver came too, with Asian balances to weigh it out. The main trade along these routes was again in human beings: one display case juxtaposes an iron restraining collar found in Birka in Sweden with a fine silver neck ring from Estonia, no doubt forged from the proceeds of the slave trade.
[image: Neck restraint (late 800-900).]Neck restraint (late 800-900).




Buddhism made no significant inroads west of India, where the rise of Islam didn't help its chances, though the impact of the Buddhist monastic tradition on early Christian institutions in Egypt and then Western Europe is still an open question. The story of the Buddha himself fared better. Originating in India, it is first found in texts written by Manichaeans in Uyghur and Persian in the Tarim Basin. It was translated into Arabic as the tale of Bilawhar and Budhasaf, and from there into Georgian as The Life of the Blessed Iodasap, a Christianised story of an intolerant Indian king and the hermit, Barlaam, who converts the crown prince to Christianity despite his father's threats and the efforts of various evil spirits. In the 11th century, it was translated into Greek by a Georgian abbot (the stage represented here, with an attractively illustrated manuscript), and then Latin and Old French; by the 13th century it could be found in Iceland in Old Norse. In medieval Europe the story was known as 'Barlaam and Josaphat' - the latter a corruption through multiple translations of Bodhisattva, the 'future Buddha' born Prince Siddhartha - and 'Saint' Josaphat got his own Christian feast day.
The exhibition ends in these western lands, a canny strategy for keeping the attention of visitors as they move towards the better known: it's the first time I've seen a show at the British Museum where the queue didn't scatter at some point along the route as people got restless and sped up. Their reward is a single object in a final spotlit case: a sturdy whalebone casket made in a Northumbrian monastery around 700 ce, carved around with vivid cartoons of Roman, Norse, Jewish and Christian stories, and dedicated in runes in Old English to the whale.
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All about the Outcome
Florence Sutcliffe-Braithwaite

5397 wordsBy  2014, Keir Starmer was tired of running up against the 'limits of legal justice'. He had recently stepped down as director of public prosecutions when his local MP, Frank Dobson, announced his retirement. Starmer entered the race to replace him as the member for Holborn and St Pancras. He was a political unknown in a crowded field, facing past and present leaders of Camden Council as well as a popular local doctor. He drank 'literally hundreds' of coffees with local members and was, in his own words, 'ruthlessly focused' on their concerns. His speech at the selection meeting was a bit underwhelming - one supporter says 'he didn't really have Blair's panache' - but it didn't matter. He won. Ten years later, he's prime minister.
By 1985, Diane Abbott was tired of parliamentary selections, of being the token Black woman on the shortlist and of being rejected. She applied to Hackney North and Stoke Newington only because her secretary at the film technicians' union, where she was equality officer, drafted the letter for her. She was up against a popular sitting MP, Ernie Roberts, as well as the leader of the local council, who had been all but anointed his eventual successor. Abbott spoke last at the selection meeting, aware that no one in the room thought she could win. Her speech began with her Uncle Charlie in Jamaica and ended with Maya Angelou. As she spoke, she could see the audience 'struggling with the increasing realisation that, whomever else they had promised to vote for, on the basis of this performance they might have to vote for me'. She won. Nearly four decades later, she still sits as a Labour MP.
None of Andy Beckett's other 'searchers' - stalwarts of the Labour left - does. Jeremy Corbyn is out of the party and won as an independent at the last election; John McDonnell had the whip suspended in July for voting against the new Labour government to scrap the two-child limit for Universal Credit or child tax credits; Ken Livingstone has Alzheimer's. Their shared mentor, Tony Benn, is long dead. Beckett is an astute chronicler of his subjects' fortunes over the decades, and a fair-minded referee of their battles with Labour's centrists. His story begins with Benn's self-reinvention as a tribune of the people in the wake of 1968. Benn's foundational insight was that 'more people want to do more for themselves, and believe they are capable of doing so, if the conditions could only be created that would make this possible.' Benn demanded that the concerns of feminists, Black activists and others organising for themselves be absorbed into the Labour Party, which he saw as too preoccupied with class and economic inequality. He also wanted to devolve economic power by means of industrial democracy and workers' control, on a model pioneered in 1976 by the Lucas Aerospace Shop Stewards Combine Committee, which had formed to contest job cuts but ended by developing its own corporate plan for Lucas Aerospace focused on making 'socially useful products' such as heat pumps, solar panels and artificial limbs.
Benn's Alternative Economic Strategy (AES) went much further, encompassing major public spending increases, public ownership of one large company in each major sector of the economy, price controls, withdrawal from the EEC and import controls. Much of this wasn't new. The historian David Edgerton has described the AES as a 'modernising, techno-nationalist, productionist, autarchic programme' that was basically complementary to Harold Wilson's 'White Heat' agenda. It was, however, profoundly out of step with the European Community Britain had joined in 1973. The economist Stuart Holland, the brains behind the AES, quickly came to feel that it had become too statist and dirigiste, not focused enough on competition and entrepreneurship.
Benn's influence inside Labour peaked with the deputy leadership election in 1981, which he lost to Denis Healey by 0.852 per cent. One of Benn's supporters said it was 'the most intense power struggle I have ever witnessed' (though he was writing before the great clashes of the Corbyn years). Despite Healey's victory, the Labour manifesto for the 1983 election was stuffed with Bennite policies. Some of these still lie outside the political mainstream: radical reform of the banks and the press; empowering workers in company governance; unilateral nuclear disarmament. But many became common sense under New Labour: a minimum wage; more opportunities and rights for women, ethnic minorities and gay people; government transparency; banning foxhunting; moving towards the UN ambition for some states to spend 0.7 per cent of GDP on aid. Others are still up for debate. Gordon Brown recently revived the idea of abolishing the House of Lords. One of Benn's biggest goals was realised in 2020, when the UK left the EU.
The 1983 manifesto was so long and so Bennite because of the party's right. John Golding, self-described 'hammer of the left', said he was 'determined that the left would get the blame' for what was widely expected to be another Labour defeat: 'I was going to hang [Benn] by going along with some of the barmiest policies he had got through.' Labour was nearly beaten into third place by the recently formed SDP. Golding was pleased when Benn lost his seat: 'We counted it as a Labour gain.' Benn re-entered Parliament the next year as MP for Chesterfield after winning a by-election, and threw himself into local activism, waking before dawn to help the miners during their year-long strike and organising socialist festivals in the town (attended by a young Starmer in 1987 and 1988). But his power had ebbed.
As Benn's stock fell, Ken Livingstone's was rising. He took control of the Greater London Council (GLC) in 1981 after a thrilling bit of political manoeuvring, with the ambition of using his tenure at City Hall to show what the 'post-1968 generation' could do with power. McDonnell, who played the cat to Livingstone's Dick Whittington in the 1984 GLC staff pantomime, was in charge of the money. He was brilliantly creative in finding it, combing through legislation and regulations to find provisions such as the 'Miscellaneous' section of Ted Heath's lengthy 1972 Local Government Act, which gave local authorities the power to raise rates by 2p a year in order to fund any new activities they thought beneficial. McDonnell began with a budget of PS1 billion and ended with PS3 billion. He's still thrilled by the memory today.
Under Livingstone and McDonnell, the GLC promoted and subsidised co-operatives and worker control. It gave out grants - worth more than PS50 million a year by 1986 - to groups of all sorts: women, gay people, Black people, disabled people, pensioners, law centres, political activists, environmentalists, playgroups, religious groups. It set up one of the first equal opportunities units in the country. It organised Peace Year, Anti-Racism Year and Jobs Year, put on rock festivals and declared London a 'nuclear-free zone'. It displayed unemployment figures on the exterior of County Hall, where Thatcherites in the committee rooms and bars of Parliament across the river would see them every day. Livingstone was flexible in his pursuit of good PR. In 1984, when Thatcher was trying to abolish the GLC, the queen opened the Thames Barrier, the capital's new flood defence system, encouraging media speculation that she was opposed to abolition. It didn't make any difference. The GLC was disbanded in 1986 and it wasn't until 2000 that London got another unified, strategic authority. Livingstone entered Parliament in 1987, along with Abbott, but they, like Benn and Corbyn (first elected in 1983), would remain in the political wilderness for years. This didn't stop the Met's Special Branch keeping secret files on all of them.
Abbott's parents, a factory worker and a nurse, were Windrush-generation migrants from Jamaica. Like most of their fellow migrants, they were Labour voters and deeply aspirational. To escape the racism of the rental market, they bought a house in Paddington, which they rented out after they moved to suburban Harrow. They were thrilled when their daughter got into grammar school. Abbott describes the Windrush-generation front rooms, with their bright decor, Draylon three-piece suites, radiograms, cocktail cabinets, and displays of China ornaments and 'flamboyant plastic flowers', each standing on a starched handmade doily. The doilies, Abbott writes, were 'a testament to the needlework skills of my mother's generation, brought up in rural Jamaica'; these elaborate displays were a testament to a family's respectability. Her book contains potted histories of important moments in Black British history and politics - usefully, since many of these are still not well known, though it would no longer be possible to study British history at Cambridge, as Abbott did, without being taught 'a single thing about the transatlantic slave trade, or Black people living in Britain or those in the former British Empire'. Like many students, she sought out courses on US politics, where race was discussed.
Racism has been a constant feature of Abbott's life. As a schoolgirl, she was never invited to her (white) best friend's house, and at Cambridge she was taunted in the street by a group of boys from the Perse School making monkey noises. Abbott says that she has always responded to injustice by organising. But she also makes clear how isolating being a Black pioneer has been. The only time she ever saw another Black British student at Cambridge was in the university library: 'We were both so startled to see one another in such a monolithically white environment that neither of us could think what to say and we scuttled off in opposite directions.' The same thing happened when she went as a graduate trainee to the Home Office and ran into another Black employee in the women's toilets.
Abbott writes about the most difficult episodes in her personal and political life briefly but powerfully. Her mother eventually left her father, unable to deal with his controlling behaviour and rage. Abbott has arrived at a hard-won and painful understanding of the way her father's daily experience of racism affected him. She narrates good-humouredly the response of an older friend, Ros Howells, to her pregnancy: not wanting Abbott to be a single mother as well as the only Black female MP, Howells brokered a marriage with the child's father. It didn't last, and Abbott describes the complications she encountered while parenting as a parliamentarian, including the furore over her son's schooling. She knew when she decided to send him to the fee-paying City of London School that it would be controversial; for years she had campaigned about racism and discrimination in the state school system, but it seemed the media 'had no interest in Black children in general, though they were only too interested in this one child'. Her son, at home with a babysitter one night, heard a slew of criticism of her on an LBC phone-in and rang in himself. 'I will always feel guilty and sad,' Abbott writes, 'that my 11-year-old son felt he had to wade in to defend his mother.' She still attracts a staggering amount of bile. During the 2017 election campaign, Amnesty tracked abusive tweets sent to 177 women MPs; Abbott was the target of 45 per cent of all these tweets, many of them virulently racist.
'You really don't have to worry about Jeremy Corbyn suddenly taking over,' Tony Blair told a journalist in 1996, proving that even great political instincts are sometimes mistaken. Abbott was put up as the Labour left's token candidate in the 2010 leadership election, but was easily defeated by Ed Miliband. Five years later, it was Corbyn's turn to stand. He was elected leader with 59.5 per cent of the vote. The bewildering pace of events in the years that followed is remarkable: the Leave vote in 2016 (a shock to many); the swift vote of no confidence in Corbyn and Owen Smith's challenge for the leadership (an easy win, again, for Corbyn); Theresa May's decision to call an election in 2017, the loss of her majority (another shock to many) and the disintegration of her Brexit policy; the (ultimately doomed) People's Vote campaign formed in 2018; the breakaway of Change UK in 2019 (I had entirely forgotten about this); May's resignation and Boris Johnson's accession; his appallingly dishonest approach to cutting a deal with the EU; the attempt to prorogue Parliament (lest we forget); another snap election in December that year; disaster for the Corbyn project. Polling day was cold, dark and rainy. When the exit poll was announced at 10 p.m., I was in the front room of someone's flat in Battersea. It was crammed with people who'd been campaigning for Labour in the ward all day; there was a moment of silence and then quite a few people started crying.
The Labour right's perennial criticism of its factional opponents is that they aren't interested in winning elections. This is obviously untrue. In 2017 Corbyn's Labour defied all expectations to win 40 per cent of the vote (Karie Murphy, Corbyn's fixer, had put her highest estimate at 39 per cent). The architects of Corbynism were willing to make plenty of compromises in pursuit of power: the manifesto promised to renew Trident and increase police numbers; Corbyn even agreed to fire Abbott on the eve of the vote, when polling showed her dragging down Labour's support. Two things were crucial to Labour's success in 2017: Corbyn's image and Labour's manifesto. Corbyn was patently not motivated by greed or ambition: he had an exemplary record in the expenses scandal and appeared to have no taste for power. He was anxious about running for leader in 2015 in case, as one of his sons put it, 'he might win'. The 2017 manifesto was written by his head of policy, Andrew Fisher, who hoped that people would read it 'and say: "Fuck, yeah, I'm voting Labour."' It set out big policies, including public ownership of the railways and Royal Mail, banning zero hours contracts, and higher income tax for those on more than PS80,000 a year. When it was leaked to the press, it got massive coverage; it turned out that, when polled on them, a majority of voters approved of these policies. It's not clear whether the leak was a brilliant tactic from the Corbyn camp, or a spectacular misfire from its enemies. But the manifesto 'cut through', as Starmer noted, 'with some of the guys in my eight-a-side football games who aren't much interested in politics'.
The Corbyn project fell apart over the next two years due to Brexit and the antisemitism scandal. Many Remainers blamed Corbyn for the Brexit referendum result, though there is no good evidence of his culpability. The European question has for fifty years possessed the capacity to scramble left-right political allegiances. After the referendum, Corbyn faced a nightmarish choice: alienate the large majority of Labour voters (two-thirds) who backed Remain, or the substantial minority who voted Leave - not to mention Leave voters of other stripes, whose votes would be needed if Labour was to increase its support. Labour Leavers were geographically concentrated in the Red Wall, which, under first past the post, would render their loss very damaging. The People's Vote campaign brought hundreds of thousands of people, including many Corbynists, onto the streets to demand a new referendum on the terms of exit. By summer 2018, polls showed that 86 per cent of Labour members wanted a new referendum. By summer 2019, polls showed that Labour would lose more seats by backing a Brexit deal than by blocking one. The party's position was made all the more difficult by Johnson's mendacious claims about his 'oven-ready', 'cake-ist' deal. It was a conundrum Corbyn and his Brexit secretary, Starmer, couldn't solve.
Antisemitism, however, was an issue Labour should have been able to deal with. Corbyn had campaigned against antisemitism in the past, but he had also given his support to a blatantly antisemitic mural in a Facebook post and said that some 'Zionists' who have 'lived in this country for a very long time ... don't understand English irony'. You don't need to be a dedicated student of the Protocols of the Elders of Zion to speak or act in ways that are antisemitic; a centuries-old current of stereotypes, caricatures and slurs about Jews runs deep below British culture (the same is true of anti-Black racism), and it doesn't take much to bring it to the surface. As the longtime Corbyn ally Jon Lansman (himself Jewish) put it: 'We've all got to realise that prejudice is in all of us.' Corbyn sometimes acted quickly, suspending Livingstone almost immediately when he said on the radio that Hitler 'was supporting Zionism before he went mad and ended up killing six million Jews'. But the Equality and Human Rights Commission (EHRC) concluded that there had been 'serious failings' in tackling antisemitism in the Labour Party under Corbyn. According to Beckett, he was 'horrified, and sometimes paralysed, by the fact that something so central to his sense of self - his anti-racism - was being so relentlessly questioned'. Overcoming that paralysis was a sine qua non for Labour. Starmer recognised this. During the Corbyn years, he had been asked by members of the synagogue he and his wife, whose family is Jewish, occasionally attend: 'What's happened to your party?' In his acceptance speech on becoming leader in April 2020, he said that antisemitism had been 'a stain' on Labour and apologised unreservedly.
That Corbyn still didn't get it was demonstrated by his response to the EHRC report later that year. Pre-empting his successor's press conference, Corbyn issued a statement claiming that 'the scale of the problem was also dramatically overstated for political reasons by our opponents inside and outside the party.' Less than half an hour later, Starmer said in his prepared speech that 'if ... there are those who still think there is no problem with antisemitism in the Labour Party and that it's all exaggerated or a factional attack, then frankly, you are part of the problem.' Labour's deputy leader, Angela Rayner, asked Corbyn to withdraw his statement. He refused, was swiftly suspended and lost the Labour whip. A deal to readmit him seemed on the cards, but at the crucial moment, Corbyn went on holiday to the Isle of Wight and turned his phone off. Lansman judges Corbyn's reaction to the EHRC report 'very, very stupid' and 'wrong'. But the Labour right has much to be ashamed of, too. A report by the barrister Martin Forde in 2022 identified 'mutual fear and at times loathing' between the two factions; racism, sexism and bullying were common, and some people on both sides treated antisemitism as a 'factional weapon'.
Abbott says Corbyn has always been '99 per cent absorbed' in politics. (During their short romantic relationship in the 1970s, when she asked if they could do something non-political for once, he took her to see Marx's grave in Highgate Cemetery.) He is still a political animal: he was returned to the Commons as an independent MP after this year's election and in September spoke at a meeting to discuss the possible formation of a new left party. Labour's now dominant centrist wing failed to oust Abbott from the Commons before the election. She had the whip withdrawn in 2023 after she wrote in a letter to the Observer that although 'Irish, Jewish and Traveller people ... undoubtedly experience prejudice', this was not the same as 'racism'. She quickly acknowledged that this was misjudged. (In fact, she's on record saying the opposite; as a Westminster councillor in 1984, for example, she wrote that her Irish constituents 'know from their own experiences what Black people suffer', having had to 'cope with racism' themselves.) By early 2024, the leader's office wanted a trade: they would restore the whip and Abbott wouldn't stand in the general election. In turn, she might get a peerage. But she didn't want a deal. Ironically, without this pressure from the party hierarchy, she might have gone of her own accord. She thought seriously about it in 2017, exhausted by media attacks, racism and illness: she stayed on because she feared leaving would undermine Corbyn. But, as she told Gary Younge this year, 'what I wasn't going to do was have them push me out.' She stood her ground, was readmitted to the party and retained her seat.
Unsurprisingly, Abbott doesn't have anything positive to say about Starmer. She writes that she was told by a 'source close to Michel Barnier [then the EU's Brexit negotiator, now France's prime minister] ... that he found Starmer to be rather like the Tories, in that he talked at great length and with huge confidence, while understanding very little about Europe'. Abbott doesn't make clear whether it's Barnier himself or the anonymous source to whom these views should be attributed. It seems unlikely to be Barnier, however: he wrote in his diary in 2018 that Starmer was the Labour figure 'who impresses me the most for his ability to grasp in detail what is at stake in the Brexit negotiations'. He predicted that Starmer would be prime minister one day. Abbott also questions why 'someone clearly to the right of the most left-wing Labour leader since 1945' wanted to join Corbyn's shadow cabinet, and suggests that 'personal aspiration' might be the answer. Here she's almost certainly right. After the failed Owen Smith coup in 2016, Starmer judged that MPs would not be able to remove Corbyn, and that the next Labour leader would come from inside the shadow cabinet. This was crucial to his calculation that he should continue to work under Corbyn. As Tom Baldwin's biography makes clear, Starmer wanted power.
Starmer  has a huge capacity for hard work and has written a number of books, mainly doorstoppers with titles like European Human Rights Law. When he began making notes for an autobiography, however, he quickly stalled. The task of acquainting voters with the real Starmer was assumed by Baldwin, a journalist, former director of communications for the People's Vote campaign and Labour insider. He was given access to Starmer's notes as well as to family, friends and colleagues, and his biography is billed as 'unauthorised but authoritative'. His partisanship is made clear in pointed asides, but he has had unparalleled access.
Starmer's team has worked hard to make sure everyone knows he grew up in a pebbledash semi in a Surrey village, the son of a toolmaker and a disabled nurse, and attended his local grammar school. This PR offensive has not come easy: Starmer is highly protective of his family's privacy. In public, his default has been a professional demeanour and 'court voice' that often comes across as wooden. His close friends say they hardly recognise the funny, engaging man they know in private; one broadcaster who's interviewed him several times says that when the cameras roll, 'it's like he suddenly goes into another room.' Even Baldwin admits he still finds Starmer a little elusive.
In his twenties, Starmer helped to write, edit and distribute a minuscule magazine, Socialist Alternatives, connected to Michel Pablo, a Trotskyite who was marginal even on the far left. Some have seen this as evidence of a 'Marxist past' Starmer has disavowed. The evidence is pretty thin: one self-described 'Marxian' who knew Starmer well at that time says he was 'certainly not a Marxist'. Baldwin presents him as a pragmatist rather than a visionary or ideologue. But there is a framework for Starmer's politics: human rights. He told Baldwin that from the time he first studied law at Leeds, 'this idea of irreducible human dignity became a sort of lodestar which has guided me ever since; it gave me a method, a structure and framework, by which I could test propositions. And it brought politics into the law for me.' He has sometimes described this as the 'moral case for socialism'. Some in Labour probably think it isn't a sound theoretical basis for left-wing politics, but it's more solid than many. Benn once told a reporter: 'Socialism came out of the Bible, didn't it? I mean, it was the Christian message that all men were brothers and sisters.'
The desire to get things done is the furnace driving Starmer's career. As a barrister, he flew around the world opposing capital punishment. As director of public prosecutions, one of his big projects was digitising files, to speed up the justice process and cut down errors (Starmer described it as 'one of the defining moments in the history of the criminal justice system'). When he entered Parliament in 2015, Starmer hoped he would be working under Ed Miliband in government. Five years of opposition felt like a 'prison sentence'. He clearly has a competitive streak; a teammate in his 'friendly' football games describes him as 'relentless' in his drive to win. But it wasn't simply losing that got to Starmer: it was his inability to change anything. As the Corbyn project faltered, he began laying the groundwork for a leadership bid.
This was masterminded by Morgan McSweeney, who had experience battling the left in the Vauxhall Constituency Labour Party, helping to run Lambeth Council and organising against the BNP in Barking and Dagenham. In 2015 he led Liz Kendall's doomed Labour leadership campaign (she got 4.5 per cent of the vote). In 2020, he was back for another round. Baldwin says that Starmer is not 'hyper-political'. But McSweeney is. He predicted - rightly - that only 20 per cent of party members were diehard Corbynites, and that Starmer could win by attracting votes from among the 40 per cent who held vaguer progressive values and the 25 per cent who just wanted the leader most likely to beat the Tories. Starmer signed up to ten pledges involving more than thirty policy proposals, many of which represented continuity Corbynism (and some of which were pretty questionable: 'Defending free movement as we leave the EU' is like defending turkeys while serving up Christmas dinner). The three themes of his campaign were 'radical', 'win' and 'unity'.
McSweeney was also behind the U-turn on unity in 2021. In a nine-page memo - rare for him, since he prefers not to commit things to paper - he argued that 'prizing unity above all else leads us to look inwards and away from our voters. We overvalue its importance and this narrows our thinking and shrinks our electoral appeal.' A 'visible transformation' and 'demonstrable struggle' were needed to convince voters that Labour was electable. After Labour lost badly in the Hartlepool by-election that year, Starmer seriously proposed standing down. He argued it was evidence he had failed. McSweeney argued it was proof of the need for his new strategy.
As the Conservatives imploded under Johnson, Truss and Sunak, Starmer repeatedly emphasised that his party represented standards and integrity against cronyism and dishonesty. When the Tories forced an investigation after he was accused of breaking lockdown rules by having a curry and a beer during an evening meeting while campaigning in Durham in 2021, Starmer promised that if he was found to have done anything wrong, he would resign. The episode, he told Baldwin, 'got to me ... in ways I've never properly acknowledged. I felt angry and humiliated.' Accusations that he knowingly misled his supporters with the ten pledges - he has ditched many of his original proposals, including common ownership of Royal Mail, energy and water, higher taxes on the top 5 per cent and the abolition of tuition fees - also get to him. Other policies from the document remain, and Starmer insists that his direction of travel hasn't changed. But Baldwin writes that he is 'almost monosyllabic' when the pledges come up.
Labour's vote in this year's election was extremely efficient in its distribution. This is a danger for the party: quite small swings could have big implications for Labour's majority. It's also testament to the effectiveness of McSweeney's operation. Benn once said that 'elections are a platform' and that people see them 'much too much in terms of the outcome'. McSweeney is a grafter, not a searcher: for him it's all about the outcome. But the electoral operation was always designed in the service of the bigger goal - Starmer's promised decade of national renewal. Is it possible?
The first of Starmer's five 'missions' for government - and the foundation on which the others rely - is to get the highest sustained economic growth in the G7. Truss's disastrous 49 days in power showed how little scope there is to 'free up the markets' as a route to higher growth. She also helped bring a painful end to the long era of low interest rates that would have made it easier for the government to borrow to increase public spending. But there are ideas out there.
In the late 2010s, as Beckett writes, John McDonnell and his New Left economists came up with a raft of plans to rewire the British economy: 'alternative models of ownership' to change the distribution of wealth and power; the 'Preston model' of using anchor institutions' procurement to keep money circulating in local economies and to promote trade unions and workers' rights; an 'inclusive ownership fund' to give workers shares in their own companies; a 'green industrial revolution'. As Corbyn's shadow chancellor, McDonnell was pragmatic as well as radical: he thought that many voters could not or would not accept significant tax rises; he didn't propose to wage war on business and finance, but offered them a security they lacked under the Tories; and as for high earners, he said that all he wanted to do was tax them. After the 2017 election, Beckett challenged McDonnell: was his aim still 'fomenting the overthrow of capitalism', as he claims in his Who's Who entry, or was he trying to reform capitalism to save it from itself? McDonnell smiled and said that he wanted 'a staged transformation of our economic system'.
The Labour left likes to say that the right of the party hasn't had any new ideas since 1997. This isn't true. As Beckett points out, by the late 2010s it wasn't only the left calling for a new economic model. The IMF and the Financial Times feared that dysfunctional global capitalism was fuelling right-wing populism; the US started implementing Bidenomics. Academics and think tanks across the left were at work: the Foundational Economy Collective theorised the importance of the sectors of the economy we rely on every day (health, care, education, housing, utilities, food); the Institute for Public Policy Research, once a bastion of Blairism, set up a commission on economic justice whose report was praised by the Daily Mail as well as by McDonnell. Ideas about how best to reform the economy have come over the past decade from across the left.
Conventional wisdom holds that Labour tacks left after periods in government, when it prioritises socialist ideology, and then right after election defeats, which compel the party to reprioritise electoral strategy. A recent paper by Michael Jacobs and Andrew Hindmoor, from Sheffield's Political Economy Research Institute, suggests that this is misguided: Labour moves right when the economy is doing well and there's money to spend, then left when the economy looks to be in crisis and structural reform is needed. Structural reform is certainly needed today. Starmer and his chancellor, Rachel Reeves, will need to draw deeply from the reserve of new ideas to make the big changes necessary. Reeves has already made what the Financial Times called a 'moderately radical' move, indicating in advance of the budget that while she will ensure national debt falls, she'll change the measure of debt she targets, allowing more government borrowing where it's for investment rather than day-to-day spending. Labour's first hundred days in office were dogged by controversies over ending the Winter Fuel Payment, the acceptance of gifts of clothes and glasses, and squabbles in No. 10. But the budget and next year's spending review will show us what Starmer's Labour Party is really made of. Barnier recalls that when he worked opposite him, Starmer was 'always learning. He improved, day after day, year after year.' Let's hope so.
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All Nerves
Ysenda Maxtone Graham

3170 wordsOn  24 March 1953, the day on which, at 10.20 p.m., Queen Mary would breathe her last, a 43-year-old Jamaican jazz musician called Beresford Wallace Brown, who had arrived in England in 1950 and now worked in a dairy in Shepherd's Bush, was trying to put up a shelf on which to perch his radio while redecorating the ground-floor kitchen of 10 Rillington Place, where he was an upstairs tenant.
Rillington Place was a shabby Victorian cul-de-sac running parallel to the Hammersmith and City Line in Notting Hill. The street was demolished in 1971, but you can see it clearly in the film 10 Rillington Place starring Richard Attenborough and John Hurt, filmed on location shortly before demolition. The houses had bay windows going all the way down to the ground, and no front steps or front gardens. Number 10 was the last house on the left, jammed up against the wall of a disused factory whose chimney loomed over the street. The landlord, a former heavyweight boxing champion called Charles Brown, also Jamaican, had given Brown permission to use the kitchen of the ground-floor flat recently vacated by Reginald and Ethel Christie, who had been tenants since 1938.
What happened when Beresford Brown started banging his nail into the wall is well-known to all true crime connoisseurs, who have watched the excellent 1971 film, read Ludovic Kennedy's 1961 book on which it was based and endured the unremittingly miserable 2016 BBC three-parter Rillington Place. It's a story that will not settle, because we will never know the full truth of what happened inside that house during its decade of murders between 1943 and 1953. Now, we can re-examine it through the probing eyes and incisive mind of Kate Summerscale, who has a penchant for the macabre in British domestic life and a gift for conjuring the feel and smell of a time and a place.
The wall sounded hollow behind Beresford Brown's hammer. He stripped off a sheet of wallpaper and spotted a hole in the wooden panel behind it: an alcove. He shone a torch in, and saw the white torso of a woman, her head covered. He and a fellow tenant went to a kiosk to call the police. The police found two more bodies stashed away behind the first one. All three women in the alcove, Kathleen Maloney, Rita Nelson and Hectorina Maclennan, were in their twenties. They had died between January and March. All of them had their heads covered with pieces of cloth and diapers between their legs.
Ethel Christie's body was found under the floorboards (she'd died in December, aged 54), and after a bit of digging, the skeletons of two more women were found buried in the back garden. Those had been there for a decade. One of the sets of teeth had been crowned with silver alloy used in Central Europe, a clue to the woman's identity. She turned out to be Ruth Fuerst, a Jewish refugee from Austria. The other woman was a Londoner, Muriel Eady, who had grown up in a children's home after her mother died in the flu epidemic of 1918. A femur belonging to one of the women, dug up by the Christies' dog, Judy, was being used to prop up a fence.
The story of the six bodies was of instant sensational interest to the prim but prurient 1950s newspaper-reading public. The anthropologist Geoffrey Gorer had observed in his 1951 survey of British people that 'though most English men and women cannot "let themselves go", they love to think and read about people who do throw off inhibitions, either with sex or violence.' The hunt was on to find Reginald Christie, now a suspect for serial murder. The public was on the lookout for a 'middle-aged chap with drawn cheeks, horn-rimmed spectacles and glassy, staring eyes'. Sightings were reported in (among many other places) a Lyons tea shop near King's Cross, an Italian cafe in Paddington and a compartment in a Bognor Regis to London train.
The alarming fact was that hundreds of neat, respectable-seeming middle-aged men in mackintoshes and horn-rimmed specs looked exactly like Reginald Christie. Eventually a bobby on the beat spotted the real Christie in a brown trilby near the Thames at Putney, and asked him to come with him to the station. From that moment, Christie helped the police with their inquiries (up to a point), identifying the skeletons and the bodies, explaining in a vague, half-forgetful, mad-sounding way how and when he'd killed them, claiming that he'd either been trying to help the women have abortions, or had been defending himself from attacks by them.
What made the story of particular, if shaming, fascination to an ambitious young Sunday Pictorial reporter called Harry Procter was that Procter himself had interviewed Christie three years earlier, when the bodies of Beryl Evans and her baby daughter, Geraldine, who lived in the upstairs flat, had been found in the wash-house in the back garden of 10 Rillington Place. Procter was furious with himself that he'd failed to elicit the truth from Christie in 1949. Christie had told him that Beryl's husband, Timothy Evans, had murdered both her and the baby after one of their many screaming rows. Evans himself had confessed to the murders in four differing versions. He withdrew his confessions before his trial, and pleaded not guilty, but he wasn't believed, by judge or jury. His last words before he went to the noose were 'Christie done it.' Procter was now worried that Evans had been wrongly hanged.
Ludovic Kennedy's book, a sensation when it was published in 1961, exposed what he saw as a scandalous miscarriage of justice. He set out to explain the mental states of the two protagonists. In his view, 'the most important single thing to remember' about Evans is that 'he had the body of a man and the mind of a child.' The reason he confessed to two murders he hadn't committed was that he was 'brainwashed' by the police, who used the same psychological tricks to bewilder and confuse as 'the Communists' did to elicit confessions from terrified innocent people. Christie, for his part, had as a child been smothered with love by his mother and starved of it by his father, and had been mocked as 'Reggie-No-Dick' aged sixteen after he'd failed to perform in his first sexual encounter, so he was in effect taking revenge on the whole female sex each time he enticed women into his house on the pretext of helping them to abort their babies, and then gassed, strangled and raped them.
Kennedy exposed what he saw as the shocking bias of the judge in Christie's favour during the Evans trial. 'The pathetic belief in Christie's integrity coloured almost everything that the judge said about him ... Impartiality went by the board entirely.' Because Christie was a former choirboy and boy scout from Halifax in Yorkshire who had fought in the First World War, where he was temporarily blinded by mustard gas, and had been a policeman during the Second World War, he was classified as an upright citizen, when in fact he had framed the innocent Evans. Kennedy also explained to his readers the kinds of thing that went on behind the scenes in the slums: 'People who live on the edge of poverty, and in cramped and squalid surroundings, are more prone to aggressive behaviour than those who do not.'
Six decades later, Summerscale takes a different and more eccentric approach, and certainly doesn't try to posh-splain the proclivities of the working classes. She tells the story from the points of view of two reporters: first, Harry Procter, a man who didn't just report a story but 'infiltrated it, embedded himself, then owned it, then manipulated its protagonists as puppeteer-in-chief'. (His favourite childhood book was Philip Gibbs's Street of Adventure, in which it was written that 'everything in life is but a peepshow' and reporters were 'the only real people in the world'.) Her second subject is the writer and criminologist Fryn Tennyson Jesse (great-niece of Alfred, Lord Tennyson), who lived in a cottage in St John's Wood with her husband, Tottie, who liked to sunbathe naked in the garden. Fryn covered the Evans and the Christie trials for the Notable British Trials series. I'm far more interested in those accused of the murders than in the reporters who covered them, so I found this a strange angle to enter from, but Summerscale has a dark eye for domestic detail; and the Fryn-Tottie set-up provides some useful comic relief.
After the six bodies were discovered in 1953, bringing the total number of murders at 10 Rillington Place to eight, Procter went straight to Halifax to investigate Christie's past, and managed to persuade Christie's brother Percy to sign a contract with the Sunday Pictorial: they would get the exclusive story after the trial in exchange for funding Christie's defence. Most of all, Procter wanted Christie to confess to the murder of baby Geraldine, the murder for which Evans had been hanged (in those days, a person could only be tried for one murder at a time). In custody before his trial, Christie wrote detailed letters to Procter in very neat handwriting, admitting to and describing the murders of the women, and saying his intention had been 'to avoid hurting them all' while killing them. But he never confessed to the murder of Geraldine. He was tried for the murder of his wife and pleaded insanity, hoping to be sent to Broadmoor, the 'hospital for criminal lunatics', rather than hanged. His barrister set out the case for the defence: that the murders had been impulsive, chaotic and carelessly concealed, and that Christie was clearly 'mad as a March hare'. It didn't work. Christie was found guilty, pronounced sane and sentenced to death for Ethel's murder.
At the trial, the attorney general, Sir Lionel Heald, reminded the jury that 'there is not the slightest warrant for any suggestion, and no one ought to think for a moment there is any question, that Christie killed that child [Geraldine].' He was intent on suppressing any suspicion that the state had overseen a gross miscarriage of justice when they'd hanged Evans. But Summerscale, who has trawled through the papers at the National Archives, finds that there is more to the story. A few days after Christie's prosecution, Heald received a note from an experienced Fleet Street reporter saying there were rumours that Christie had told a prison guard that he had indeed killed Geraldine. Heald was clearly worried. 'As attorney general,' Summerscale writes,
he was responsible for the government's legal affairs, and during the trial at the Old Bailey he had done his best to rule out any connection between Reg Christie and the Evans case. He knew that for Christie to admit to the child's murder would be political dynamite, enabling his opponents in the Labour Party to renew their calls for a public inquiry into Evans's conviction and to advance their case for the abolition of capital punishment.

Heald managed to hush up the story with the help of Sir Frank Newsam, the permanent under-secretary of state at the Home Office. During a Commons debate on the bill to suspend the death penalty, Summerscale writes, 'the government refused to confirm receipt of a report from a prison officer. The bill was defeated by 256 votes to 195. The death penalty remained in force.'
If Evans didn't kill his wife and baby daughter, why did he confess to the murders? Ludovic Kennedy puts it down to stress, fear and manipulation by the police. In court, Evans put it like this: 'Well, I thought that if I didn't make a statement the police would take me downstairs and start knocking me about.' In her gripping finale, Summerscale comes to her own conclusion. She surmises that Evans did tell Christie he 'wanted rid' of his wife, who was pregnant with their (unwanted) second child. They had been quarrelling violently. 'Perhaps,' Summerscale writes, 'Christie offered to do her in for him, under cover of performing the abortion that she wanted. He was probably unable to resist the opportunity that had presented itself.' Evans came home from work the next day and was shocked to find that Christie had actually gone through with the murder - just like in Strangers on a Train. The two men put Beryl's body in an empty room, and Christie promised to dispose of it. Evans went away to Wales. Christie probably killed Geraldine two days later, because her crying threatened to give them away. He told Evans that Geraldine had been taken in by a kind childless couple in East Acton.
Or perhaps Evans did know that Christie had killed his baby. Believing he was complicit in causing his wife's death, and knowing the net was closing in on him, Evans gave himself up to the police. He was in such a state of despair at what he had set in motion that he felt he had nothing to live for. He knew that Christie would never be a credible suspect in murders for which he had no motive. 'If this, or something like it, was how the murders unfolded,' Summerscale writes, 'Tim Evans's conflicting statements make more sense.'
Summerscale  is a socially curious writer, adept at setting her macabre true stories firmly inside the domestic surroundings in which they unfolded. I'll never forget the little household items - cups of hot Bovril, pieces of coal, saucers of milk - that fly across suburban living rooms in her non-fiction poltergeist book, The Haunting of Alma Fielding (2020). In The Suspicions of Mr Whicher, her 2008 bestseller about the murder of a three-year-old boy whose body was found under an outdoor privy, she conjured up the secretive atmosphere of a Victorian Wiltshire household. In The Peepshow, again, she singles out details that heighten the atmosphere. There was the QPR badge found inside Christie's pocket when he was arrested; the tobacco tin in which he collected clumps of women's pubic hair (unforgettably revolting) and - almost as macabre - the cheerful television programmes he went to watch with his neighbour Rosie Swan over Christmas 1952, just after he'd put Ethel under the floorboards: Andy Pandy, Flower Pot Men and a festive variety show with Norman Wisdom, Frankie Howerd, Tommy Cooper and Petula Clark. Reggie was 'all nerves', Swan later recalled.
Summerscale pauses for a moment, just after Beresford Brown's discovery of the dead bodies, to describe the multicultural make-up of 10 Rillington Place - the only house in the street that housed Black tenants at the time. After the bodies were found, the tenants were asked to move out so the police could turn the house upside down. This was a cruel eviction for the West Indians. That week's accommodation notices in the Kensington Post excluded 'Black and Irish'. A property in Willesden specified 'British only', one in Earl's Court 'English Only'. A few days later, the landlord, Charles Brown, received a note through the door of number 10: 'Quit England and our boarding houses, you dirty stinking Black niggers we don't want you here doing all your filthy breeding. Leave our white women alone or there will be trouble.' Clearly, they did get out: the photograph of Rillington Place's street party for the queen's coronation, which took place two months after the bodies were discovered, contains not a single Black person in the mass of jolly parents, children, jelly, bunting and Union flags.
At his trial, the manifestly racist Christie would cite the nuisance of the 'Blacks' upstairs as one of the things that drove Ethel to end her life. 'These coloured people used to kick and dance and make noise continually until we just could not sit in the front room in evenings or weekends,' he claimed. 'I wish we could get out of here,' Ethel had written to her sister Lily before Christmas. 'It's awful with these "people" here.' Christie claimed she'd been trying to gas herself, and he'd merely helped her to finish the job.
In the manner of Hallie Rubenhold, whose book The Five (2019), about the victims of Jack the Ripper, focused on the women's stories, Summerscale has worked hard to find out as much as she can about the lives of each of Christie's victims. Muriel Eady, who at the age of twelve had been sent to Acton to help her late mother's invalid sister-in-law run a lodging house for policemen, met Christie while working at Ultra Electronics in 1944. She disappeared on 7 October that year. When the Christies' dog dug up her skull in the back garden, Christie took it round the corner and disposed of it through the smashed window of a bombed house. Ruth Fuerst, born in Austria in 1922, had fled to Britain with the help of a Quaker organisation in 1939. When the war broke out, she was interned on the Isle of Man as an enemy alien before being sent to lodge with a Congregationalist minister in Lancashire, where she was miserable. She managed to return to London and got a job in a Mayfair hotel, where she became pregnant by a Cypriot waiter and gave up her baby, who was taken into care. She met Christie at a snack bar off Ladbroke Grove. He claimed she'd asked to have sex with him and that he gassed her with a glass jar and rubber pipe.
The stories of Christie's final three victims - who must have been easy to kill once his wife was out of the way - evoke the tough world of prostitution in 1950s London, where there were ten thousand prostitutes and a quarter of a million 'transactions' a week. Kathleen Maloney, a prostitute who had given up her five children into care, first met Christie at the Fountains Abbey pub in Praed Street. A few weeks later, she left the Westminster Arms with him and was never seen again. The police described all the women in the alcove at 10 Rillington Place as 'of prostitute type' - 'to explain and to diminish their deaths', Summerscale writes. One pathologist, Keith Simpson, said that women like these were 'better out of this world'.
Having finished the book, and being unable to think about much else, I went to try to find the spot where 10 Rillington Place used to stand. It's in a quiet corner of Notting Hill, a few minutes north of Grenfell Tower. What used to be Rillington Place is now Bartle Road, except that the former two-sided street has become a one-sided street, so the houses are in a completely different place. The spot where 10 Rillington Place used to be is thought to be where numbers 26 to 29 St Andrew's Square stand now, beneath the peaceful rumbling of trains. Halfway along Bartle Road, there's a small, unmarked memorial garden.
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Sticky Velvet Wings
Blake Morrison

2236 wordsThe mouse plague  in Queensland and New South Wales in 2020-21 was overshadowed by Covid-19. But the plague within the plague was no small matter. Heavy rain after a long drought meant bumper grain crops, which colonies of mice devastated. The use of poison (zinc phosphide coated on wheat and scattered around pastures) had little effect: there were always more mice. Residents suffered no less than farmers, using traps, sticky paper and buckets of water tinged with peanut butter to keep mice from overrunning their homes. Then there were the corpses to dispose of - and the smell.
In Charlotte Wood's latest novel, a group of nuns in the Australian outback are initially reluctant to kill mice: their credo is 'do no harm.' The unnamed narrator is reluctant too: she used to work at an endangered species rescue centre, and thinks it 'morally appalling' to kill 'such tiny, seemingly defenceless creatures'. Still, with their 'stink, their rapaciousness and skittering feet', the mice are a terrible pest, chewing through wiring and nesting in the piano (thereby setting off discordant music, 'like someone drunk or ill collapsing over the keys'). Traps in the kitchen go off every fifteen minutes; sometimes the dead mouse will have its head chewed off by other mice. 'Wee, sleekit, cow'rin, tim'rous'? Au contraire. It's a murine horror show. A pit has to be excavated with a digger because a trench can't contain all the corpses, barrowfuls of them every day.
No less than the mice, the unnamed narrator is an intruder. She describes herself as an atheist, dismisses religious feeling as 'neuroelectric misfire' and feels nauseated by the sisters' reverence for Jesus, 'as if they're talking about some teen idol crush'. Though raised Catholic, she deplores the 'savagery' of the Catholic Church for its treatment of unmarried mothers and its tolerance of child abuse. But on a guest visit to the convent, which looks more like a health resort or eco-commune, she feels 'drenched in a weird tranquillity so deep it puts a stop to thought ... In the contemporary world, this kind of stillness feels radical. Illicit.' She loves the unhurriedness and the routines: Lauds, Middle Hour, Vespers. It's as though she's being stripped down to bedrock. Nothing is asked of her, whereas work has demanded too much. Without warning, she quits her job, unsubscribes from the mailing lists of the charities she has supported and moves into one of the guest cabins on the convent's grounds.
She has also walked out on her husband, Alex, of whom we learn little, only that he's wounded by her abandonment. Friends and colleagues are angry with her for disappearing without notice and for deserting the environmentalist cause. She stops reading their letters. 'Everyone here has hurt someone by coming'; one nun has left behind two teenage children. The consolation is community life, which isn't simple or without friction, but is strangely uplifting: 'After so many years of living in cities, the endlessness of the night sky here pours a wild, brilliant vertigo into me.'
The nuns she's surrounded by - Simone, Bonaventure, Sissy, Carmel, Dolores, Josephine - aren't altogether saintly, but she engages with them; she may have withdrawn from society but she's not a recluse. It helps that she's familiar with the bleakly beautiful Monaro landscape, having grown up nearby. She visits her parents' graves ('My inability to get over my parents' deaths has been a source of lifelong shame to me'), finds memories coming back ('Place names I thought I'd forgotten returned to me one by one ... like beads on a rosary') and is reunited with people she knew at secondary school, including the methodical Richard Gittens. Although male and an outsider, he works devotedly for the community and shares its values, unlike his wife, who thinks the way the nuns live is 'unnatural'. The novel gives no credence to that prejudice: the stereotypes of convent life as a hotbed of lunacy and lesbianism are dispelled, if only by never appearing.
To begin with, Stone Yard Devotional poses as a daybook. And though the chronology eases up, it remains intimate and first-hand. 'Nobody will read this but me,' the narrator says, which might be true if it were a diary, not a novel shortlisted for the Booker Prize. As the story of a woman in retreat, it can afford to be inward-looking, with low-key daily struggle the thread: how to raise money, organise food, trap mice and put up with nuns who annoy you. But two arrivals, along with the mice, promise a dramatic shake-up. The first is the return of the bones belonging to Sister Jenny, who after moving to Bangkok was murdered there, it seems by an American priest; years on, her remains have just been found, after a flood, and will be flown back for burial. Simone and Bonaventure, close friends of Jenny, are desperate for this to happen on community land but fear the council won't grant permission.
For the narrator, the scarier 'frisson of approaching change' comes from the woman accompanying the bones, Sister Helen Parry. Rangy, overbearing and beloved of the media for her radical campaigning zeal, she intimidates the other nuns, who are grateful that she spends most of her time alone, in separate quarters, unable to travel because of Covid but constantly busy with video calls and online meetings. The narrator has even more reason to be fearful, since she was part of a group of girls who bullied Helen at school, eventually beating her up so badly that she never returned. In those days Helen, living in a council flat with an angry mother who whipped her with an electric kettle cord, was dirty, dishevelled and acne-ridden. Now she's an activist poster girl, casually dressed (sweatshirt, jeans, enormous sunglasses, no veil) and with a 'calm entitlement'. She acts as if the world owes her and, given her awful childhood, perhaps it does.
On one level, Helen is an alter ego, the woman the narrator failed to become, a 'celebrity nun' rather than a nameless nonentity. The novel's structure creates the expectation of a showdown, perhaps even of vengeance for the shameful episode from school, which Helen claims to have forgotten ('for me, that day was nothing') but which haunts the narrator. A couple of encounters do throw them together, when they're swimming in a dam and again when they're out jogging. But there's no big finale, only a quiet epiphany that ends with Helen telling her: 'I need you to know that I loved my mother, and she - tried, as much as she was able, to love me.'
Retreat also forces the narrator to reappraise her own mother, a humanitarian fundraiser, befriender of refugees and florist who 'smelled of garden', someone she didn't appreciate as fully as she should have: 'How rare such a simple and powerful trust had been. I wished again that I had been able to say any of this to her when she lived.' Despite the care she gave her mother when she was dying, the narrator can't forgive herself for not doing more: 'I wish, for the thousandth time that I had been older than I was when she fell ill. I feel sure more maturity would have brought with it some greater capacity to help her than I had.' Wood was in her twenties when her own mother died and has called this her most personal book. It's as much about mothers as sisterhood.
It's also the third novel in a row in which Wood focuses on a group of women cloistered away from home. In The Natural Way of Things (2016) there are ten of them, each drugged and abducted after a sexual encounter with a powerful man which has somehow offended the patriarchy. Enclosed by a lethal electric fence, 'in the baking soundless grounds of a girls' prison made out of shearers' kennels in the middle of fucking nowhere', they're under the control of three men: the vicious Boncer, the self-absorbed Teddy and the Godot-like Hardings who never shows up. In The Weekend (2019) the group is composed of three women in their seventies who spend Christmas at the beach house of their friend Sylvie, who died a year before. Lost without her, they struggle to stay close. The only man in The Weekend, Gillespie, is no less obnoxious than Boncer and Teddy, whom the captive girls deplore as typical of their gender: 'It was men who started wars, who did the world's killing and raping and maiming.' Wood expected her assault on misogyny to land her in trouble, but she got away with it because, she joked, men's rights activists don't read literary fiction. Richard, in Stone Yard Devotional, will raise no hackles: the narrator considers him decent, and there's no reason to think her unreliable.
In The Natural Way of Things and The Weekend, point of view switches between the main characters: it's third-person but internal. However hard one woman strains to understand and empathise with another, however feminist her allegiance, she is locked inside her own head. Stone Yard Devotional is written in the first person and in that respect seems to have arrived where Wood's previous novels were headed. The mode is concentratedly self-searching: a woman without hope, disaffected with work and the world, has withdrawn to live in a different way and perhaps to find herself. Yet the novel isn't secluded. The world keeps breaking in. And the narrator is someone who notices things, in minute detail: 'attention, taken to its highest degree, is the same thing as prayer,' she says, quoting Simone Weil. According to the other Simone, the principal nun in the monastery, prayer is a way of 'admitting yourself into otherness ... it's hard labour.' In attending to otherness the narrator has a keen eye for birds and beasts: a dead baby chick, 'icy cold and light as a ping-pong ball', furred bogong moths with their 'sticky velvet wings', a possum scuffling high in the trees, a 'prehistoric granite-coloured' goanna, zinging grasshoppers, the 'muffled flapping' of a cockatoo, delicate new lambs ('the feel of a poddy lamb's skinny back is like running your hand up the wrinkles in your sock'). The narrator may have left her job, but the novel hasn't given up on environmentalism - and nor, it turns out, has she.
What's attractive about Stone Yard Devotional is that it's unsure, or won't flag up, what it's about. For Wood, being in charge means going where she doesn't expect to go, away from the surtext. The novel has a kind of homely mystery. Has the narrator really 'disappeared'? No, it's equally possible she's now arriving at herself. Is she irreligious? No, her attachment to the natural world and her solidarity with the sisterhood are resolute. Is the cataclysm of leaving her job, husband, friends and colleagues a thing of the past, now she has settled in a new community? No, because the past can't ever be banished:
I used to think there was a 'before' and 'after' most things that happen to a person; that a fence of time and space could separate even quite catastrophic experience from the ordinary whole of life. But now I know that with a great devastation of some kind, there is no before or after. Even when the commotion of crisis has settled, it's still there.

Still there for the narrator is a preoccupation with violence and death. It began in childhood when she read stories of saints, in which girls endured stabbing, eye-gouging, drowning and rape in order to become martyrs. And she's now besieged by memories of violence and murder: a boy who shot his parents, a teenage girl's death from anorexia, a mother killed in a road accident, a close friend who died from cancer, a couple of suicides. A cruder novel would attribute all of this to the vicious world she left behind and sanctify the nuns' hideaway. Stone Yard Devotional resists that. Still, there's sympathy for the father of the anorexic victim when he says that his daughter's problem wasn't poor self-esteem or a distorted body image but a 'revulsion for capitalism, for the consumption responsible for the unprecedented collapse of ecosystems, the galloping extinctions'.
In lauding austerity the novel is itself austere, even when it comes to winding things up. Where The Weekend had a big pay-off, with its three women - Jude, Wendy and Adele - all shockingly humiliated, Stone Yard Devotional ends quietly, with a passage about composting and how anything that has lived can make itself useful in death. There are plot resolutions of a kind - the mouse plague abates - but no dramatic finale for the narrator, who's still raking over old coals, thinking things through, 'sitting with questions that are sometimes never answered'.
Over the past decade Wood's versatility has taken her from the dystopian The Natural Way of Things through the comic The Weekend to the meditative monasticism of Stone Yard Devotional. Themes do recur: animals, church, climate change. But she doesn't repeat herself. And though she refrained from calling her novel Of Mice and Women, no one has written so well about rodents.
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Blame the gerbils
Tom Shippey

2467 wordsThe notion  that human history is determined at bottom by natural forces and non-human factors seems to be an idea whose time has come. In Prisoners of Geography (2015), Tim Marshall argued that the fate of nations depends on their rivers and mountains, frontiers and coastlines. In The Earth Transformed (2023), Peter Frankopan added climate to the list: drought in Central Asia caused the fall of empires in Europe, and the Little Ice Age did the same for the Ming dynasty in China. Jonathan Kennedy's Pathogenesis: How Germs Made History (2023) studied plagues and their effects from the Stone Age to the present: it was a plague pandemic around 3000 BCE that cleared the way for the incursion into Europe of the Western Steppe Herders, speaking the Indo-European languages that were the basis for almost all those of modern Europe.
One attraction of such theories is that they are not local or even regional, but truly global; another (especially with Frankopan's) is that they may contain a warning for our own time. Yet as James Belich writes, 'historians are extremely uncomfortable with the idea that natural forces in some way circumscribe human agency.' In The World the Plague Made he has a hard case to make, and a somewhat heartless one: that the Black Death - perhaps 'the most lethal catastrophe in human history' - had a silver lining.
The history of plague has been much debated in recent years, though some things at least are settled. The pathogen of bubonic plague is the bacterium Yersinia pestis, whose DNA has been recovered from human remains, and whose variations have been traced. Surprisingly, 'all highly virulent Y. pestis strains had their origin in the Tien Shan mountains,' in modern Kyrgyzstan, where the host has always been the grey marmot, a large rodent. There have been three known pandemics: the Plague of Justinian, beginning in 541 CE; the Black Death, beginning in 1345 and persisting with recurrent outbreaks for more than three centuries; and finally the much smaller pandemic that broke out in south-east China in 1894 and ran for some thirty years. The Black Death was therefore a rare event, 'with only one generally accepted precursor and no equivalent successor'.
Belich has revisions to make to the traditional account. One concerns the mortality rate. The standard estimate has been about 30 per cent of the population of Western Europe in the first strike (1346-53), which many have thought must be too high. New evidence suggests it was more like 50 per cent, and the difference was important for the survivors. If harvests went down 40 per cent, and the population loss were only 30 per cent, then it would have meant dearth for the survivors. If the dieback was 50 per cent, however, the survivors had 'modest abundance'.
The next revision concerns recovery rate. This was once thought to be relatively rapid, taking perhaps a century, but that now seems another underestimate. England did not return to its pre-plague population until about 1625, 280 years after the first strike. During most of that period Western Europe had about half the population it had in 1345. And yet 1400-1500 'is the very century in which Western Europe's global expansion began', the period of what has been called 'the Great Divergence' between Europe and the rest of the world. 'The Black Death and the Rise of Europe', as Belich's subtitle has it, do seem to be linked in time, and it may not be a coincidence.
There are still some questions to answer. First, how did the bacterium travel from the Tien Shan mountains to both southern China and Western Europe? In Europe the finger of transmission has long been pointed at fleas, rats and travel by sea. But Tien Shan is about the most landlocked place on earth, so some other mechanism has to be found. Marmots, unlike rats, are quite large creatures, not easy to be carried accidentally, and if their fleas were the problem, perhaps carried on marmot skins, how would they have survived long journeys without a host?
Belich's answer inculpates the humble gerbil. Gerbils live in great warrens on the steppe, and overlap enough with marmots to catch the bacterium from them. A gerbil can't travel from Kyrgyzstan to Europe any more than a marmot can, but a resting caravan of camels, near or even on a gerbil warren, might give an opportunity for fleas to jump to a new host. The fleas would then travel with the caravan until it reached its destination, probably on the middle Volga.
Transmission by hitchhiker, in other words, and demanding a rather unlikely combination of circumstances. That, Belich argues, is why it happened so rarely. Having arrived on the Volga, the fleas - which had skipped from marmot to gerbil to camel - would now infest the traditional European culprit, the rat. But not our kind of rat. We are familiar with the brown rat, Rattus norvegicus. Like the grey squirrel, it is an invasive species, which has taken over from (and eliminated) its predecessor, Rattus rattus, the black rat - otherwise known as the ship rat, house rat or roof rat. Smaller and less aggressive than their brown cousins, black rats appear to have been commensal with humans for many centuries.
But the big question remains: what connection can there be between the terrible death toll and Europe's great expansion? Plagues are different from other catastrophes. Fire, flood and war destroy property as well as people. Famine makes people eat their seed corn and their animals. Plague does none of these things. If it halves the population then it doubles the amount of capital available per head. Or maybe more. In a rather Micawberish calculation, Belich points out that if a peasant's annual income was PS10 a year, and his subsistence costs PS9, then his disposable income was only PS1: a figure that would be doubled by even a 10 per cent increase in total income. This may have been a fairly common situation, since the main source of capital in the medieval world was land for food production, and vacated land would naturally be taken up by anyone still alive to make use of it. Despite the collapse in population, the English government was still collecting 95 per cent of its pre-plague tax revenues between 1352 and 1354. Huge numbers of people had gone, but the underlying economy of land and food wasn't much affected. The increase in disposable income for the fortunate boosted 'luxury' trades: spices, clothing, the 'new draperies' from India and China, and eventually tea and sugar.
Increased prosperity would have had further knock-on effects. There would have been more land per head, but less labour per acre. This provoked 'a sharply increased uptake of three existing inanimate sources of energy: water power, wind power and gunpowder' - water wheels for fulling and mining, windmills for milling and draining, and more advanced weapons. All this led to reduced prices for commodities such as iron, paper and cloth. With fewer people to man ships, labour-intensive galleys gave way to sail. Galleys, however, were able to mount one or two heavy guns, an advantage that had to be redressed by redesigning sailing ships so they could mount cannon lower down. This arms race led to the development of the 'gun-galleon', a major factor in the 'rise of Europe'.
Breakthroughs like this, Belich argues, wouldn't have happened without the 'traumatic pressure-cooking' of the plague. Another result of the trauma was the creation of 'crew culture'. Labour shortage led to a shift from 'corn to horn', i.e. from arable to pastoral farming, since herding sheep requires far less labour than ploughing the land - as Thomas More pointed out in Utopia, 170 years after the Black Death. Now, freed from the harvest bottleneck, relatively large numbers of men became available to sign on as full-time soldiers or sailors. Or, for that matter, as cod-fishers, whalers, fur-trappers or loggers, all operating in crews or gangs. These men were 'the cutting-edge of European expansion, as disposable as razor blades'. Labour shortage had, counterintuitively, created a labour surplus, which soon found new and profitable employment.
Another unexpected knock-on effect was seen in Genoa. The city's population, like England's, had been halved by the plague, and in 1350 was faced by war, which required a 'huge financial as well as military effort'. This was met by selling shares in the public debt, tradeable and interest-bearing. With their 'plague-boosted disposable incomes' the citizens of Genoa responded eagerly to the investment opportunity: by one calculation, they supplied 108 tons of silver in total. It's hard to know exactly how much effect this initiative had on the growth of financial institutions throughout Europe - central banks, joint stock companies, tradeable public debt - but Belich suggests that capitalism unquestionably had its roots in post-plague northern Italy.
All this, Belich says, marks the 'Great Divergence', when Europe ceased to be an outlier on the Eurasian continent and began to gain political and technological dominance. He dates the plague era from 1350 to 1800, and divides that into two halves: until about 1500, plague 'played few favourites'; it killed all classes, urban and rural alike. After 1500 it became more likely to strike urban dwellers, and the poor more than the rich. Outbreaks continued here and there (Messina in Sicily in 1743), and it remained a 'lurking nightmare' in popular consciousness for even longer - who knew if it had really gone away - but it no longer affected the continent's demography after about 1710. What remains to be explained is the 'Little Divergence', when - after 1665, its last big plague strike - Britain rose steadily to global maritime hegemony and the Industrial Revolution began. Connecting this 18th-century rise with the plague era four centuries before, is, as Belich says, 'to draw a very long bow indeed'. Still, while he doesn't suggest that plague was the sole cause of this ascendancy, he claims that it is 'the biggest under-recognised cause'.
One factor was the rise of rich peasants, expanding their holdings of vacated land and creating a new class of yeomen, and eventually a non-noble country gentry. 'Crew culture' was reflected in increased levels of shipping tonnage, making English sea power a major force by about 1500. London regained its pre-plague population later than the rest of the country, but sharply increased its share of the national wealth. By 1700 London dominated overseas trade so much that it handled 80 per cent of all exports to Africa and the Americas, with profits available for re-investment. Other areas played their part in industrialisation, 'but it was the London magnifying glass that concentrated plagued and global rays on these hearths until they burst into industrial flame.'
Implicit in Belich's subtitle is the idea that only Europe received the unexpected boost that came with the halving of its population. Belich thinks that although similar effects were felt in the Muslim world they have been disguised for us by our limited understanding of 'empire'. To Europeans, for obvious reasons, 'empires' consist of a homeland plus its colonies and acquisitions: these are overseas empires, fragmented. But they are only a subset of the imperial institution. Belich makes the point by contrasting, or equating, two 16th-century events. One was the overthrow by Hernan Cortes and his conquistadores of the Aztec empire in 1521, using the full 'European expansion kit' - ships, crews, horses and guns. The other was in 1590, when another 'small army of musket-armed conquistadors set out to invade a distant, gold-rich empire, and reached it after a five-week journey'. Events then followed the familiar pattern: guns beat numbers, the invaded emperor was taken prisoner under pretence of peace talks and killed, a puppet relative installed in his place and rebellion 'bloodily suppressed'. But this was not Cortes again, or even another European initiative. It was a Moroccan invasion of Songhay, in West Africa, and 'the 1700-kilometre space between metropolis and colony consisted of Saharan sands, not Atlantic water.'
The 'European expansion kit', then, was readily copied outside Europe, with the exception of sea power. Belich notes the creation of 'contiguous empires', where the acquisitions and the homelands weren't physically separated at all: the Russian takeover of Siberia and (not usually regarded as 'imperial', though one has to ask why not) the American expansion across a whole continent, with an even more dramatic suppression of the Indigenous inhabitants. All these developments, he argues, along with several others, like the creation of the Ottoman and Mughal empires, stemmed at bottom from the creation of 'plague-forged expansion kits'.
So, in general, events on the global scale happened much as they did on the local scale: there were few survivors, but those who did survive became richer and more powerful. And none of it would have happened without the unexpected stimulus of a sudden relief from the Malthusian pressure that was part of the nature of the premodern world: population constantly increasing, but not matched by production of food. That is the thesis of this data-crammed volume, but its global scope involves considering some apparent anomalies. One is 'the Dutch puzzle': how did Holland come to punch so much above its weight in the era of expansion? A factor in Holland's successful fight for independence was the pirate fleet of 'Sea Beggars', said to be staunch Calvinists but with a dreadful reputation for brutality and plunder: 'this looks more like plague-incubated crew culture than Protestant piety.'
Another puzzle is the 'entanglement' of Genoa with Spain and Portugal, well represented by Christopher Columbus. Belich argues that the Iberian peninsula got the same plague boost as the rest of Europe and developed its own 'expansion kit under the pressure of more capital, more war and less manpower'. Genoa, meanwhile, 'led Europe in expansive techniques in the early plague era', looked west rather than east, and 'played midwife' to the global expansions of both Portugal and Spain. Without all this the world would be a very different place.
These are only two of many chapters on particular areas: China, Russia, the Ottomans, the Mughals and others. All of them are informative and often provocative - not least the last chapter, 'Plaguing Britain', which takes on many controversial issues, including the profitability (or otherwise) of slavery, the 'transposition' of the cotton industry from Bengal to Lancashire and even the 'huge rise in illegitimacy' during the 18th century, 'a characteristic of crew culture', as Britain became in some respects a 'crew country'. (Perhaps it still is.)
Belich concludes by saying that his case isn't that plague was 'the dominant piece, the master variable, in the three-dimensional jigsaw of global history after 1350'. What he does claim is that it was 'the biggest missing piece', generally underplayed, regarded as tragic but ephemeral. In fact, its effect was revolutionary: after all, 'if the sudden halving of people and the doubling of everything else is not potentially revolutionary, what is?'
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Marts of All Commerce
Laleh Khalili

3437 wordsShah S ulaiman, the 17th-century Safavid monarch of Iran, liked to spend his time drinking wine with his many wives. He avoided war with the Ottoman Empire and was largely uninterested in the European powers. Like many potentates on the Indian Ocean rim, however, he was fascinated by the other kingdoms surrounding this vast watery realm. In 1685, he sent a diplomatic mission to Ayutthaya, the capital of Siam, where a number of Iranian merchants lived. Among the delegation was Muhammad Rabi' ibn Muhammad Ibrahim, an acute observer of manners and wielder of purple prose, whose Ship of Sulaiman is an indispensable record of the Indian Ocean region in this period.
The embassy set sail from the port of Bandar Abbas, near the Hormuz Strait, and two weeks later arrived at the 'strongly fortified' and well-appointed port of Muscat. The ship paid a 3 per cent cargo tariff to moor for three days, collecting fresh water and provisions. Muhammad Rabi' noted that 'one may find the same fruits here in the market as in India.' The delegation then sailed for 47 days through stormy seas to Chinapatan (later Madras), on the Bay of Bengal. The port was at that time 'rented' by the British, who wined and dined the Iranian travellers.
From India, they travelled east through treacherous reefs and archipelagos to western Siam. They were met at the port of Mergui (in present-day Myanmar) by Haji Salim, the Siamese envoy to Iran, who provided them with meals of rice and fish. The delegation was conveyed to the court of King Narai in a caravan of elephants. Muhammad Rabi' was particularly impressed by the orchards they passed, which contained 'every sort of fruit tree, lemon, orange, coconut and mango, as well as the betel tree, which for beauty and grace rivals the free, swaying cypress'.
Their time at court was full of intrigue, since the Iranian merchant community in Siam had ceded influence over Narai to a Greco-French adventurer called Constance Phaulkon. Phaulkon had gained the king's esteem through his 'show of practical abilities and a counterfeit integrity', but was in fact fleecing huge sums of money to be sent back to France. The embassy had to remain in Siam until the monsoon winds were favourable. In the interim, they were treated to tiger-hunting parties, choreographed audiences with the king, and feasts served on fine china and silver. Muhammad Rabi' writes with relish about the food, entertainment, laws, punishments, trade and exports, which included fragrant oudh (or aloewood), medicinal sapanwood, vividly coloured jarang and lac resins used to varnish wood, camphor, pepper and ambergris (said to be extracted from the mouth of a 'huge serpent-like fish') as well as tin and porcelain.
The journey to Siam and back included stops at the islands of Aceh and Ceylon. In Aceh, the delegation found an 'Arab' ruler in a verdant landscape, and a gold-mining industry far more profitable than agriculture. Ceylon's abundance enchanted Muhammad Rabi': it was like the garden of Eden, he wrote. He learned that the Dutch had a monopoly over Ceylonese cinnamon. To manufacture scarcity and keep the prices high, they slashed and burned swathes of cinnamon groves, as they had with nutmeg and clove trees.
The Ship of Sulaiman also contains accounts of life on the Andaman and Nicobar Islands, and in Cochin, Manila, Japan and China. For the places to which the delegation didn't travel, Muhammad Rabi' recorded the news and stories that he heard on his journey. We learn about sword-making in Japan, that country at 'the end of the inhabited world', the causes of upheaval in China after the fall of the Ming dynasty and the conflicts of many islands and coastal sultanates.
Wonders of the natural world abounded everywhere. And everywhere, merchants from around the Indian Ocean basin had forged expatriate communities and beachheads of trade. Portuguese, Dutch, French and English adventurers had arrived with the power of their states behind them and were competing for control of commodity production and dominion over the sea lanes. Pirates contracted to the Europeans or local kings, or operating independently, imposed tributes on ships passing through narrower straits. Seats of power changed hands and alliances teetered precipitously. Only three years after the Iranian embassy left Siam, there was a revolution and King Narai was overthrown. Phaulkon, whom Muhammad Rabi' had reviled, was put to death and French officers and missionaries were expelled from the kingdom.
The Ship of Sulaiman came in the wake of dozens of other travelogues and maritime handbooks recording the wonders of the Indian Ocean, from the Greco-Roman Periplus of the Erythraean Sea to the tenth-century account of travels to India and China by Abu Zayd al-Sirafi, to the many manuals of navigation by the 15th-century seafarer Ahmad ibn Majid. Since at least the tenth century BCE, merchants, soldiers, pilgrims and other travellers hopscotched between the ancient ports around the Indian Ocean and its many archipelagos and islands. Armenian traders from Julfa, Baghdadi and Cairene Jewish merchants, Hadhrami sayyids from Yemen and Swahilis of East Africa journeyed east; Gujarati, Bohra, Malabari, Chinese and Malay traders and pilgrims sailed west to the coasts of the Arabian peninsula and East Africa. Pilgrimage was bound up with trade. Fernand Braudel called the hajj 'the biggest fair in Islam' and quoted a 12th-century observer as saying that 'no merchandise in the world is absent from this meeting.' Until the age of steam, however, the seaborne leg of the pilgrimage was dependent on the monsoon winds and the lunar calendar. Maritime journeys to Mecca continued until well into the 1950s, when air travel finally replaced the ship as the preferred mode of transportation.
Diasporas, trade routes and financial and familial obligations connected communities across the ocean. Language, food, music and rituals circulated widely. Ships took the East African zar rite that cured spirit possession to the coasts of Iran and Arabia, where it was used to treat pearl divers and sailors who were afflicted at sea. The similarity of regional cuisines on coastlands thousands of miles apart reflected the routes of travel: fish stews flavoured with tamarind, rice dishes topped with nuts and fruits, and the spiciness of coastal cooking connected distant shores. Cargoes traded across the Indian Ocean before the 17th century include spices, aromata, precious resins, fine gems and gold, along with more mundane primary commodities such as timber and copper, and man-made products: textiles, pottery, porcelain and glass.
Among all these, spices most significantly shaped the politics of trade. The Periplus of the Erythraean Sea records the Roman taste for black pepper, which led to trade with merchants on the Malabar Coast. Avicenna's 11th-century Canon of Medicine describes many curative uses for spices that grow on the warmer shores of the Indian Ocean. In Exodus 30:23, God tells Moses to make an anointing oil of myrrh, cinnamon and calamus (myrtle). The authors of Revelation 18:12-13 recite a litany of Indian Ocean cargoes as emblems of opulence, even decadence: not just gold, silver, precious gems and ivory, but 'cinnamon, and odours, ointments and frankincense and wine'. The more pernicious sources of such abundance - 'slaves, and souls of men' - are tacked on at the end.
In the seventh century, the hegemonic force in the Indian Ocean was the Sasanian dynasty of Iran. After the Rashidun Caliphate vanquished the Sasanians and gained control of their trade routes, the spread of Islam throughout the basin was assured. Over the following centuries, Muslims controlled vast networks of trade across the Indian Ocean and the Sahel. The historian Jairus Banaji has argued that Muslim trade 'was conceivably the most lucrative sector of [capital] accumulation in the eighth to tenth centuries, generating the kind of wealth that was famously associated with Gulf ports like Basra and Siraf'. This affluence did not go unnoticed in western Europe, whose empires were, relative to the kingdoms of Byzantium and the Indian Ocean, uncivilised, wretched, poor and plague-ridden. They were, however, practised in waging war on land and sea, and needed to bolster their treasuries to better fight one another.
Portugal was the first European power to look south and east in search of riches. In 1415, Portuguese explorers began incursions into western Africa and finally landed in Senegal in 1444. Two papal bulls followed, Dum Diversas (1452) and Romanus Pontifex (1455), granting King Alfonso V licence 'to invade, search out, capture, vanquish and subdue all Saracens and pagans whatsoever ... and all movable and immovable goods whatsoever held and possessed by them and to reduce their persons to perpetual slavery'. As Sylvia Wynter argued in her essay '1492: A New World View', the Portuguese 'exchange of their goods for gold or slaves [in West Africa] was the necessary and indispensable prelude' to the colonisation of the Americas and the ignominious enterprise of transatlantic chattel slavery. The patterns of force and exploitation that were to become the model for colonisation in the West were first developed in these entrepots.
Though Africa was the first prize, Asia wasn't far behind. Setting sail from Lisbon, Vasco da Gama rounded the Cape of Good Hope in November 1497, stayed on the east coast of Africa for a few months and arrived in Kozhikod in India the following May. Portuguese trading forts were gradually established around the western Indian Ocean; many of them survive, intact or in ruins, in Kenya, Oman, India, China, Mozambique, Hormuz, Bahrain and Sri Lanka.
While the Portuguese state directly managed both war and trade, the Dutch, British and French chartered merchants to act on the state's behalf. Their companies usurped existing trade infrastructures and grafted their own commercial ventures, lending facilities, seafaring practices and forms of rule onto those already established in the Indian Ocean basin. But the power of the European empires also lay in imposing, by force of arms, their own rules. The progenitor of this approach was the lawyer Huig de Groot, better known to posterity as Hugo Grotius, the 'father of international law'. Grotius had been retained by the Dutch East India Company to justify its capture in 1603 of a Portuguese merchant ship off the coast of Johor (near present-day Singapore). Grotius later explained that his copious juridical opinions protected 'the commerce with India which ... was of great importance for the security of the Fatherland, and it was apparent that this commerce could not be sufficiently maintained without arms'. His mare liberum, in other words, meant that you could enjoy freedom of the seas if you secured it with killing power. Even more significant, Grotius revived the Roman doctrine of res nullius to justify European appropriation of unoccupied land and argued that Europeans had the right - through the principle of 'divisibility of sovereignty' - to delegate to themselves some part of the authority held by non-European rulers.
Europeans didn't rely only on law and force to extend their power. The British East India Company, which acted as a corporate state and both de facto and de jure colonial government until the mid-19th century, entered into treaties with Armenian merchants, giving them favourable treatment if they transported their cargoes on company vessels rather than via Ottoman land routes. The company forged relationships with several communities of merchants that travelled between British imperial nodes. Indian Parsis set up shop as clerks of empire and as business owners in ports controlled by the company. Europeans extracted concessions from local rulers and established monopolies in the trade of certain goods, shutting out both international and local competitors - the Dutch destruction of Ceylonese cinnamon trees is one example of this strategy.
The various European East India companies all employed Indian Ocean seafarers - lascars - on their ships, with lower wages and worse working conditions than sailors from home. When steamships arrived in the mid-19th century, lascars were installed as engine-stokers in the ships' bowels: it was claimed they could better handle the heat. The European empires also took over the slave trade routes and, when formal European slavery ended, transported indentured labour across the seas to work their spice, tea, coffee, sugar and copra plantations. Until the 1860s, the US used the route around the Cape of Good Hope to trade in enslaved East Africans. In Yankees in the Indian Ocean (2022), Jane Hooper showed that of the 1500 ships from the US that visited East Africa between 1786 and 1860, roughly half were merchant vessels, most of them slavers. The rest were whalers, and the Indian Ocean was an important hunting ground: more than a third of Moby-Dick takes place there. Melville recognised that whaling went hand in hand with colonial conquest. 'If American and European men-of-war now peacefully ride in once savage harbours,' he wrote, 'let them fire salutes to the honour and glory of the whale-ship, which originally showed them the way, and first interpreted between them and the savages.'
As Romanus Pontifex had insisted, control over 'islands, lands, harbours and seas' was a prerequisite of dominion over trade routes. The son of Afonso de Albuquerque, the viceroy of Portuguese India in the early 16th century, reported that Malacca, Aden and Hormuz, the gateways to the South China Sea, the Red Sea and the Persian Gulf, were 'three places in India which serve as marts of all the commerce of merchantable wares in that part of the world, and the principal keys of it'. These places continue to be the most significant bottlenecks in global trade, along with the Panama Canal. Before the Yemeni blockade in support of Palestine at the end of last year, more than a tenth of the world's seaborne cargo went through Bab al-Mandab, which connects the Red Sea to the Gulf of Aden. Around two-thirds of China's imports and exports pass through the Malacca Strait, a quarter of the world's trade in oil through Hormuz.
The islands of the Indian Ocean have always been of vital significance. Melville described the reefs and rocks thronging the 'thickly studded oriental archipelagos' as 'ramparts' protecting 'the inexhaustible wealth of spices, and silks, and jewels, and gold, and ivory, with which the thousand islands of that oriental sea are enriched ... from the all-grasping western world'. Before the East India Company colonised Aden in 1839, it had sought - and failed - to turn the island of Soqotra into a strategic outpost. Two centuries later, during the Saudi-Emirati war on Yemen, the UAE took control of the island, uprooting its distinctive dragonblood trees for replanting in Abu Dhabi. The larger islands of the western Indian Ocean, Sri Lanka and Madagascar, are gateways to whole continents. Ceylon was a prize for which the Portuguese, the Dutch and the British all fought, despite periodic revolts by the island's people. During the late 19th-century European scramble for Africa, Madagascar was pacified by the French generals Joseph Gallieni and Hubert Lyautey, fresh from crushing anticolonial revolts in Tonkin. Both went on to become ministers of war.
The islands not only produced precious commodities but also acted as entrepots of trade. In the early medieval era, the Sasanians used Sri Lanka as their emporium. Singapore is still the world's foremost port of transit, and is usually ranked as the world's largest or second largest port. In the age of sail, ships collected fresh water and victuals from the smaller islands, inhabited or not. After the introduction of the steam engine, the islands were used as coaling stations by the world's great maritime powers. They became outposts for packet ships and landing sites for telegraph (and later internet) cables. The European imperial powers also used them as penal colonies and quarantine camps, or sometimes as both, as in the case of Zanzibar under the British. During the British mandate, Palestinian nationalists were exiled to the Seychelles and European Jewish refugees to Mauritius. Squalid jails on the Andaman and Nicobar Islands held Indian anticolonial dissidents. The political prisoners of the Cape Colony were transported to Mauritius, Robben Island and St Helena. Diego Garcia in the Chagos Islands was used as a detention site for prisoners of the US war on terror. Although the UK finally handed back sovereignty of the islands to Mauritius last month, it has retained a lease on Diego Garcia to ensure the continued smooth operation of the American-run military base.
Darshana Baruah's  strange little book claims to be about the 'contest for the Indian Ocean', presumably because the publisher wasn't content with the book's more modest aim, which is to consider how India should craft its strategic relations with some of the Indian Ocean islands. Though Baruah disavows this singular focus in her preface, her book is essentially a guide to maritime security for India, where the definition of 'security' is the standard fare: guns, money and oil. Climate change, rising seas and the many refugees and workers on the move in the Indian Ocean scarcely feature. The transformation of the islands into offshore centres for the registration of companies and ships, for tax-avoiding financial institutions and (in the case of Comoros) for exiled dissidents from Gulf emirates isn't discussed. Depleted fishing grounds do merit some attention, but only in so far as they affect the economies of the island nations.
Baruah recommends the Andaman and Nicobar Islands as possible bases for surveillance and intelligence-gathering. When the indigenous inhabitants of the islands are mentioned, it is not to consider their sovereignty and rights but the need for these putative 'defence infrastructures'. Discussing the forcibly removed inhabitants of the Chagos Islands, Baruah makes an argument for 'recognising the strategic importance and the need for Diego Garcia' as a US military base 'amid [India's] own rising tensions with China'. She laments the lack of a cohesive 'identity' in the Indian Ocean, but offers little in the way of a solution beyond trite remarks about interstate connection. This is what geopolitical policy books have to offer: tired International Relations-speak about balance of power, sustainability and security, and speculation about things that haven't and may never happen.
It's true that the natural wealth of the Indian Ocean, its location amid the world's most populous continents and use as a passageway for the vast majority of the world's goods (by volume or value) have made it a contested space between global powers. But it isn't dominated by China. As Britain's dominion east of Suez faded, American forces claimed its holdings, not least by moving into the bases the British had vacated. During the Cold War, the US used paranoid fantasies of the Soviet search for 'warm water ports' as an excuse to set up a series of naval bases around the basin. Today, competition with China is the excuse for expanding the US military presence in the region. The Fifth Fleet operates out of Bahrain in the Persian Gulf, while the Seventh Fleet covers the Western Pacific and the Indian Ocean. America, the richest country in the world, is bombing Yemen, one of the poorest, for its temerity in taking a geopolitical position not in keeping with US diktats. It has a logistical presence of some sort in every port of note in the Indian Ocean, all counted as strategic assets to be mobilised should the US choose to wage war in the region. Its plans for the IMEC (India Middle East-Europe Corridor) and I2U2 (a military partnership with Israel, India and the UAE) are intended to bolster India as a competitor to China. Meanwhile the UAE, which General James Mattis called 'Little Sparta' and whose interests converge with those of the US more often than not, has aggressively sought a naval or commercial foothold in Africa's Indian Ocean ports.
There is much more that connects the people across the Indian Ocean than guns, oil and money. As Muhammad Rabi' recognised three and a half centuries ago, food, music and human relations have travelled across the seas, as have religious and diasporic connections. European powers have come and gone, and so will the regional states that boast postcolonial credentials while seeking to control these littoral spaces. There was a time when it was hard to imagine the maps of Asia and Africa without the red splotches of Portuguese or British empires, but Portugal and Britain are much reduced now: one a middling country on the fringes of Europe, the other a warm-weather destination for digital nomads. The Sanskrit name for the Indian Ocean is Ratnakara, 'mine of gems'. But most of the empires, admirals, conquerors and adventurers who have staked a claim to it have failed to grasp that its real wealth is the dense palimpsest of historical connections that defines the region and its peoples.
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Short Cuts
BP in Azerbaijan
Peter Geoghegan

2565 wordsThe  29th UN Climate Change Conference begins in Baku on 11 November. For the third year in a row, as a recent editorial in the Financial Times pointed out, COP is being hosted 'in an authoritarian state with a dubious human rights record, and for the second year in a petrostate' (the previous two conferences took place in Sharm El-Sheikh and Dubai). The UK has outsized influence in Azerbaijan, thanks mainly to BP, the country's biggest foreign investor. In September 2023, senior BP executives travelled to Baku for the centenary of the birth of Heydar Aliyev, a former KGB officer who bequeathed the presidency to his son, Ilham, when he died in 2003. The celebrations were held at Gulustan Palace, a Soviet-era complex overlooking Baku Bay. BP's chairman, Helge Lund, and its former CEO Lord Browne had come, as a corporate press release put it, to 'pay tribute' to Heydar's 'exceptional contributions to the development of Azerbaijan and the entire region'. The previous day, Ilham Aliyev had seized the breakaway region of Nagorno-Karabakh in a lightning assault, expelling more than 100,000 Armenians from their homes. Azerbaijani forces have been accused of extrajudicial killings in the region.
This wasn't the first time BP had come to Baku's aid at a difficult moment. In 1992, Margaret Thatcher became the first Western leader to visit the newly independent Azerbaijan when she was flown in at BP's behest to secure a lucrative oil deal. Browne recalled in his autobiography that Thatcher 'was delighted to be asked'. The government in Baku was broke, isolated and at war with Armenia. After promising to establish scholarships in Britain for Azerbaijani students and to support efforts to reclaim national treasures from Moscow, Thatcher handed over cheques worth $30 million to Azerbaijan's then president, Abulfaz Elchibey. That sealed the deal: BP signed a contract with the state oil company, Socar, giving it certain exclusive rights; it would soon be running operations in the Chirag oilfield and the vast gas field at Shah Deniz.
The arrangement marked a spectacular turnaround in BP's fortunes. When Thatcher's government privatised it in 1987, it was mocked by industry insiders as a 'two-pipeline company', almost entirely dependent on its reserves in the North Sea and Alaska. Thatcher, sensitive to the danger of a famous British brand being swallowed up in a hostile takeover, urged BP to move aggressively into the cash-strapped Soviet Union. 'Start some investment rolling,' she told Browne, who was then the managing director of BP's Exploration and Production division. He ordered an underling to 'get to Moscow and make something happen.' (Browne was later commissioned by Peter Mandelson ahead of the 2010 general election to write the higher education review that opened the floodgates to the marketisation of British universities.)
The Soviet Union owned the pipelines through which all Caspian oil was exported, but with Moscow's grip waning, opportunities were opening up. BP's first port of call was Kazakhstan, which looked promising until larger US firms muscled in. Browne fared better in Azerbaijan, where he turned the tables on his American rivals by aligning the company with the British government. When BP opened its first office in Baku, a few months before Thatcher's visit, London had diplomatic relations with Azerbaijan but no embassy. So BP partitioned an area of its office and gave it to British diplomats. A Union flag was hoisted outside the building. This elision of state and corporate interests, redolent of the colonial era, was 'essential for us', Browne later wrote, 'as post-Soviet countries still found it easier to understand and accept government-to-government dealings'.
The deal Thatcher brokered in 1992 was formalised two years later in a production-sharing agreement between Azerbaijan's government and eleven oil companies. The 'contract of the century', as it was referred to, designated some 330 square kilometres of the Caspian Sea as an industrial zone under the control of a foreign consortium led by BP. In return, Azerbaijan would receive much needed hard currency - the contract was worth $7.4 billion - and could expect significant revenue from future oil production. A photograph from the signing shows a beaming Browne shaking hands with Aliyev while the British energy minister, Tim Eggar, looks on. 'From the UK's point of view, our interest was that our major flag-bearing company BP had a very major part in that contract,' Eggar told an Azerbaijani magazine. (After stepping down in 1997, he took up various roles in the oil industry, including chairing a joint venture between a British firm and Socar, and overseeing the North Sea's regulator.)
The agreement was a huge success for BP. The Caspian Sea oil and gas fields aren't the company's most profitable holdings, but they are among its most dependable. According to data from the research agency Rystad, BP is on track to have made a profit of PS23 billion from fossil fuel production in Azerbaijan by 2050. Ilham Shaban, an oil expert based in Baku, told me that 'BP projects in Azerbaijan are much more profitable than projects in other post-Soviet countries,' where oil and gas are often more difficult to extract and the cost of doing business is higher. Azerbaijan has become so important for BP that when the Deepwater Horizon spilled more than three million barrels of oil into the Gulf of Mexico in 2010 - a moment when BP's very future seemed in doubt - Baku was one of the first places Tony Hayward, the then CEO, visited to garner support.
Azerbaijan's oilfields were originally auctioned off by Alexander II in the second half of the 19th century. But when the Baku Commune seized power in 1917, a week after the October Revolution, it established the world's first nationalised oil industry. A protracted struggle followed as international oil companies tried to protect their interests, with help from their national governments. Britain weighed in on behalf of BP's predecessor, the Anglo-Persian Oil Company, which had been set up a few years earlier to extract petroleum from the oilfields of south-western Iran. In November 1918, keen to protect its interests in the region, Britain sent troops to occupy Baku. Major General William Thomson reprivatised the oil industry and declared martial law, ordering his soldiers to break a general strike. At the war cabinet in London, Lord Curzon argued that Britain should let the new Caucasian republics 'cut each other's throats'. The foreign secretary, Arthur Balfour, said he was 'in favour of that' so long as 'Batum, Baku, the railway between them and the pipeline' were protected.
When Baku fell to the Red Army in 1920, Azerbaijan and its oilfields were subsumed into the Soviet Union. The vast resources held by Shell, Standard Oil, the Rothschilds, the Nobels and the Anglo-Persian Oil Company came under state control. By 1974 the Soviet Union was the world's biggest oil exporter, thanks to the Caucasus reserves, along with major discoveries in the Volga Basin - known as the 'Second Baku' - and Western Siberia. But Moscow was slow to modernise the industry. As the former Soviet oil minister Lev Churilov wrote, 'exploration and production equipment stood frozen in time.' By the time the oil and gas multinationals returned to Azerbaijan, shortly before independence, Baku's power-brokers were desperate for investment. BP was particularly interested in a recently discovered field called 26 Baku Commissars, named for the communist cadres killed with the collusion of the British Expeditionary Force more than seventy years earlier.
In 1993, a military coup brought Heydar Aliyev to power. An article published in the Sunday Times seven years later alleged that BP had been involved in the coup, and quoted a Turkish secret service agent who claimed BP executives had helped to supply weapons to the Aliyev regime as part of an 'arms-for-oil' deal. BP denied any involvement, and the story soon fell apart. Then, in 2007, Leslie Abrahams, a former employee, told the Mail on Sunday that BP had worked with MI6 in the early 1990s to help bring about a more pro-Western, pro-business regime in Baku. Abrahams claimed that in the course of just four months the company had spent more than PS5 million plying local figures with caviar, champagne and call girls, most of whom were also in the employ of the KGB. 'Everywhere was bugged and all the phones were tapped,' Abrahams said. 'One of our executives was recorded saying unflattering things about the president, and his comments were played back to us in a meeting with local state oil company officials.' A BP spokesman said that 'there are some facts in [Abrahams's] account that are accurate, but we don't recognise most of it. We regard it as fantasy.' The story is no longer on the Mail website. I did manage to find a photograph of Abrahams in Baku in the 1990s, wearing dark glasses and holding an AK-47.
The question of whether or not BP smoothed Aliyev's ascent to power is 'a bit of a red herring', says James Marriott of the campaign organisation Platform, co-author with Mika Minio-Paluello of The Oil Road (2012), the authoritative account of the company's dealings in Azerbaijan. 'The important point is how BP helped form a state that would assist in meeting the company's needs.' By 1993, BP had already spent millions of pounds in Azerbaijan. But it was still a long way from being ready to produce oil in the Caspian and there was a risk that, in the turmoil of the early post-independence years, a new regime might come to power and seize its assets. BP threw its weight behind Aliyev as the best guarantee of a return on its investment. The British government followed suit. In February 1994, Aliyev made an official visit to the UK. He met the prime minister, John Major, and the foreign secretary, Douglas Hurd, signing a 'declaration on friendship and co-operation' between Britain and Azerbaijan. The UK made representations on Azerbaijan's behalf at the UN, while British special forces and attaches provided support to the Azerbaijani military. When Aliyev returned to the UK in 1998, he had an official meeting with the queen and posed for photographs with Tony Blair at Number 10. Blair later became an advisor to a BP-led consortium in Azerbaijan.
The Aliyevs have provided the stability that BP craved. In February, Ilham Aliyev was re-elected for a fifth term, with 92 per cent of the vote. His wife, Mehriban, is vice president. Sixty per cent of government spending is financed by revenue from oil and gas. BP, which reported profits of $13.8 billion last year, is still producing oil from the Azeri-Chirag-Gunashli complex and extracting gas from the Shah Deniz field. It also spearheaded the construction of the thousand-mile Baku-Tbilisi-Ceyhan crude oil pipeline, which opened in 2006, to connect Baku to Turkey's Mediterranean coast. In the course of construction, people were uprooted from their land. BP set up a grievance process for affected landowners, but an official UK government report in 2011 found that many were too scared to file a complaint and that BP had failed to investigate alleged human rights abuses. Since Russia's invasion of Ukraine, the pipeline's strategic importance has grown. As Marriott explains, 'the whole point of the BTC was so oil could be shipped out of the Caspian without going through Russia.'
Oil production in Azerbaijan is in decline, but gas production has expanded significantly. In September, BP signed a number of new contracts and agreements with Socar and Azerbaijan's energy ministry. Among the newly commissioned projects is the Shafag solar plant in the Jabrayil region, which was retaken by Azerbaijan in the Nagorno-Karabakh war of 2020. Aliyev's government has announced plans to establish 'green energy zones' across the territory it seized - territory which the UK's current foreign secretary, David Lammy, has referred to as having been 'liberated'. Gary Jones, BP's regional president for Azerbaijan, Georgia and Turkey, has used similar language, telling an audience at Energy Week 2022 that Karabakh is the 'perfect opportunity for a fully net-zero system' that 'can be built fresh from a new start'. 'If there is a contested land, one way to legitimate it is to have an international company build on it,' says Louis Wilson, head of fossil fuel investigations at the NGO Global Witness. He points out that the solar energy produced at Shafag will be used to power the fossil fuel industry. This is in keeping with BP's recent environmental record: after ditching its 'beyond petroleum' campaign, it has now abandoned its pledge to cut oil production 25 per cent by 2030.
In the run-up to COP, the number of political prisoners in Azerbaijan's jails has grown, tripling since the start of last year to more than three hundred. In July 2023, Gubad Ibadoghlu, a research fellow at the LSE and a vocal critic of the Aliyev regime, was arrested while visiting family in Azerbaijan. Ibadoghlu, who suffers from a serious heart condition, had previously conducted in-country research for BP and worked alongside it on an anti-corruption initiative. Ibadoghlu's son, Ibad, told me that he had appealed to BP for help. 'Even though my father worked for them for so many years, they have no interest in his case. BP is acting as if he never existed.' Journalists, too, have increasingly come under attack. Almost the entire Azerbaijani media is under state control. Independent news sites that operate from abroad are blocked. In August, six journalists at Abzas Media, which has reported on the business dealings of Baku's elite, were arrested and charged with crimes including money laundering and forging documents.
The British government routinely expresses 'concerns' about human rights in Azerbaijan, but has done little to prevent the country's oil money washing up in London. The Pandora Papers leak of offshore documents in 2021 revealed that Aliyev's children, father-in-law and associates controlled a London property empire worth nearly $700 million through a network of shell companies. Among the holdings were three Knightsbridge apartments and four commercial buildings in Mayfair owned by Aliyev's son, Heydar Jr, who is expected eventually to succeed his father as president. Between 2012 and 2014, the Azerbaijani regime allegedly funnelled PS2.2 billion through UK-registered companies to launder money and pay bribes. Beneficiaries included members of the Council of Europe's parliamentary assembly. The now defunct European Azerbaijan Society was the second highest-spending foreign lobby group in the House of Commons between 2010 and 2017, taking dozens of MPs on all-expenses-paid trips to Baku.
In the last few years, however, relations between Azerbaijan and the West have become more fractious. The invasion of Nagorno-Karabakh last year was criticised by the US, France and other former allies; the UK called on Azerbaijan to 'cease its unacceptable use of force and return to dialogue'. While the West has embraced Armenia, Aliyev has grown closer to Putin. For the first time in three decades, there is a rift between the UK's and BP's interests in Azerbaijan. The company's representatives will be among the thousands of fossil fuel lobbyists at COP29. 'The 2024 State of the Climate Report', published last month in the journal Bioscence, warns that the world is on the brink of 'irreversible climate disaster', but few experts predict significant progress at Baku. It has recently been reported that Azerbaijan is set to expand fossil fuel production significantly over the next decade. 'Having oil and gas deposits isn't our fault,' Aliyev said earlier this year. 'It's a gift from God.'




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.lrb.co.uk/the-paper/v46/n21/peter-geoghegan/short-cuts



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Pop, Crackle and Bang
Malcolm Gaskill

3010 wordsWhen  I was growing up, there was only one name for the fifth of November: 'Bonfire Night'. Much of the excitement lay in anticipation, which gained momentum in the last week of October, brushing confidently past Halloween, not yet the extravagant rite of autumn it has become. Like all memories, this flies back as a scatter of images: pestering Dad for an old shirt and trousers; tying up the arms and legs and cramming in newspaper; a balloon for a head in the hood of a coat; and, with a friend from down our street, begging outside Woolworths. 'Penny for the Guy,' we cried, feebly, like a pair of Victorian urchins.
Our haul - usually four or five pounds - was spent on one thing. 'Light up the sky with Standard Fireworks!' the TV advert sang, an invitation received like a command. All children knew the story of Guy Fawkes's failing to blow up Parliament in 1605, but nothing of the anti-Catholic core of its commemoration, a calendar custom so culturally embedded that the nation was still at it three centuries later. But then, for us, Bonfire Night was all about feeling not thinking, an atavism of self-enchantment, a ripple in time from our ancestors outfacing the cold, dark harbingers of winter with heat and light. And what better way to make light than with fireworks? Even the lid of the box was gaudily thrilling, like a fairground or circus. And beneath lay a tessellated array of shapes in comic-book colours, with daring names like Volcano, Spitfire, Chrysanthemum Fountain and Jack in the Box.
After an eternity of waiting, the big night arrived. We gathered at the end of the garden, Dad with a torch stomping about in his duffel coat, arranging things. The small bonfire was lit, and we gazed into the flames licking round the Guy like a sacrifice to the old gods. There were sparklers, and we wrote our names on the night. Mum brought out buttery baked potatoes, chipolatas and tomato soup. Then came the fireworks, too few and too small to fend off demons, but still magnificent, a spell to deepen the intimacy we felt with one another as a family, as well as some primeval anxiety pricked by the death of summer. The next morning, as we walked to school, there were spent rockets in the gutters and the scent of woodsmoke and gunpowder hung in the air.
John Withington's meticulous history of fireworks begins with childhood memories that resemble my own: his Bonfire Nights were in Manchester in the 1950s and mine two decades later in Kent, but almost everything was the same. Fireworks were the centrepiece, not just a means to an end, an exuberant son et lumiere, but numinous objects in themselves. Back then we were part of the ritual: we owned and controlled fireworks, unlike today, when most families attend organised displays, which are vastly superior to anything I ever saw, yet essentially passive events. There were firework displays, of course - but we never went, and I felt sorry for children who didn't have their own smoky conclaves with family and friends.
The appeal lay, as ever, not only in togetherness or spectacle but managed exposure to danger. The potential for harm in a box of fireworks was enticingly real. Public information films, shown on TV during commercial breaks, and narrated in teacherly RP, added irresponsible use of fireworks to a litany of juvenile perils that included climbing electricity pylons and stumbling into quarries. Fireworks were to be kept in a metal biscuit tin and removed one at a time (as if!), and the golden rule was never return to a lit firework that appeared to have gone out. The fear was delicious and infectious, and where officialdom left off urban myth took over. Everyone claimed to know someone who knew someone who had been blinded or lost fingers. I once picked up a spent yet red-hot sparkler and became a casualty, led away screaming.
When we were a little older - the years of feral, bike-riding independence - we discovered the pleasures of owning our own pocket-money explosives. Fireworks were portable bombs with blue-touchpaper fuses. Newsagents sold bangers (ten pence a pop), slender rockets and a box of matches, no questions asked. They knew we were up to no good. We threw the bangers - now banned in the UK - like grenades; rockets were fired horizontally from garden walls so they shot down the street to end up who knew where. This felt both bad and acceptable, misconduct just about excused by high spirits. Other boys, we heard, mixed weedkiller and sugar in Bluebell polish tins, and took hammer-and-nail to live ammunition, which, remarkably, could be found at the Royal Engineers' easily accessed training ground.
The joy of fireworks surely predates the written record. Withington begins his story with the earliest prototypes: simple sticks of bamboo that went bang when tossed into a fire. In ancient China these were meant to repel evil spirits but also just made people jump and laugh. When the bamboo was filled with 'fire chemical', things got more interesting. Once again the Chinese top the credits, though Indians, Arabs and Greeks had their own daredevils mixing sulphur, saltpetre (potassium nitrate) and charcoal - in China, that meant the charred pods of the soap-bean tree. The recipe for gunpowder may have come from the kitchen, where meat was cured with saltpetre; sulphur was an ingredient in medicines. The optimal blend and its uses, including as an elixir, came from accident and experiment. A ninth-century Chinese text, the Classified Essentials of the Mysterious Tao of the True Origin of Things, told of a houseful of incautious alchemists burning the place down.
The main application of gunpowder was inevitably in warfare, which has its own volatile story, but the enterprise of refining gunpowder for entertainment ran in parallel, and its history traces a long line between celebrating life and causing death. The natural vitality of saltpetre was linked to the human body in the premodern taxonomy of correspondences. In China and India it was extracted from soil, but the richest source was urine. Latrines were farmed. In England, where parishioners were caught short during masses and sermons, even the untiled earth floor between pews was dug out to be milled into gunpowder.
The modern firework took shape with a few fairly simple innovations, such as enclosing the gunpowder in paper tubes. This was probably the nature of the thumb-sized toy encountered in 1267 by the Franciscan philosopher Roger Bacon, who, with forgivable exaggeration, recorded a noise 'exceeding the roar of strong thunder and a flash brighter than the most brilliant lightning'. Paper could also be wrapped around canvas compartments to add stages to a firework's incandescent lifespan. Fuses meant no longer having to toss fireworks on a bonfire, and crimping off one end effected propulsion or the frantic dance of the jumping jack firecracker (also now banned in the UK). What Withington remembers as 'rip raps' were called in China 'ground rats', an errant example of which, in the 13th century, distressed the empress dowager Gongsheng during a display staged in her honour. Another crucial development, which the Chinese had certainly cracked by the fifth century (though probably much earlier), was variation in colour. Chemical compounds containing strontium burn red; copper carbonate adds green; iron filings make showers of golden sparkles.
China's appetite for novelty also led to chains of multiple ignitions and wooden dragons spitting fire. The 16th-century scholar Feng Ying Ching wrote about a kind of bomb from which sprang ground rats and flowers and lights, like an allegory of Creation. As well as inventing rockets and bangers, the Chinese established the basic designs of the Roman candle, which emitted a torrent of sparks (once, to our delight, up Dad's flared trouser leg), and the Catherine wheel. Ours were nailed to the apple tree, spun madly and usually broke free, careening around our legs. You haven't lived until you've been chased by an angry firework - or, at least, the ones that go off safely tend to be forgotten. The hazardous ambitions of an imperial Chinese official called Wan Hu are a case in point. He is remembered for attaching two kites and 47 rockets to a chair, hoping to become the first man in space. The experiment went according to plan, the story goes, right up to the moment his 47 assistants lit the fuses, whereupon there was a colossal explosion and Wan Hu disappeared - possibly not into the stratosphere.
Such accidents happened because there was too much saltpetre in the mix. By tweaking the recipe, and adding oil, pitch and beeswax, gunpowder could be made to burn in a slow, controlled way. For reasons obscure, even semen found its way into the concoction. With some alterations to the internal architecture of the firework, this so-called 'flying gunpowder' turned a pipe bomb into a serene missile: the taper-bearer could stand back and enjoy rather than having his hand and face blown off. By around 1350 the Chinese had perfected a multi-stage rocket that gave birth to a brood of squibs, a device which had a mainly military function associated with the evolution of cannon and handguns.
Exploration, imperialism and war were facets of the same late medieval and early modern venture, supported by shipbuilding and cartography, metallurgy and gunpowder. Travel and trade brought fireworks both offensive and benign to the European world. By the 16th century, crowds in Florence and Siena beheld huge wooden wheels, lavishly decorated, spinning on poles and emitting glittering cascades from attached fireworks. The finale in 1579 of the annual display in Rome to mark the Feast of Saints Peter and Paul made the engraver Giovanni Ambrogio Brambilla feel 'as if all the air in the world is filled with fireworks, and all the stars in the heavens are falling to earth - a thing truly stupendous, and marvellous to behold'. Reformation and Counter-Reformation audiences were more liable to think of the Apocalypse than the Creation, partly because the descent of the stars was believed to portend the Second Coming. In Protestant Britain, fireworks streaking across the firmament were man-made versions of comets and other celestial phenomena interpreted as providential signs and portents.
Such wonders were staged to flaunt royal or papal power, or to enhance mystery plays and mock battles. Art harmonised with science, and big names got involved. Michelangelo is said to have designed firework displays and, according to Vasari, Leonardo built a walking, roaring lion that disgorged fiery birds and flowers. Experts entered the picture, such as the Dutchmen hired by Henry VIII; Elizabeth I, who had a soft spot for fireworks, created the position of 'Fire Master of England'. A massive display at Warwick Castle in 1572 resulted in several houses being burned down (the queen raised a PS25 compensation fund from her loyal subjects), and three years later Robert Dudley, earl of Leicester, had his Italian pyrotechnician pull out the stops at Kenilworth in a final, futile bid to win Elizabeth's heart.
Her successor, James I, was also a firework fan, despite or perhaps because of the fact that he narrowly escaped assassination by history's biggest firework, placed in an undercroft beneath the Palace of Westminster. A year later, in 1606, he poached a fire master from Christian IV of Denmark, and in 1613 put on a breathtaking show along the Thames to mark Princess Elizabeth's marriage to the Prince-Elector Palatine of the Rhine. By this time, two opposing European firework schools had emerged: one Catholic and baroque; the other, led by Protestant Germans, simple, secular and precise.
These schools had more in common than antagonists made out. Desire for ever more amazing spectacles was universal, exemplified by the career of Martin Beckman, a Swedish mercenary tasked with arranging fireworks for Charles II's coronation in 1661; he held the post of royal fire master for the next forty years. Unfazed by confessional differences, Beckman put on great shows that lightened the royal coffers and set fire to Londoners and their homes - even after 1666, when incendiarism became a touchy subject. All this time, James I's deliverance was marked on 5 November each year with bonfires and bells and squibs hurled through the air, not just because it was popular to hate Catholics but because these festivities were a legal requirement and remained so until 1859.
In the age of revolutions, this injunction sat uneasily with town authorities. Street fires, satirical effigies, exploding gunpowder, flaming tar barrels and begging for Guys - an old tradition, it turns out - posed a serious threat to political hierarchy and public order. Crowds had ideas (and grievances) of their own and could no longer be relied on to bow to the ancien regime. The town of Guildford outlawed fireworks in 1795, though the ban was lifted in 1815, presumably under pressure to celebrate Waterloo.
By the  19th century, enthusiasts and their patrons were nearing the limits of improvement, in terms of both technical wizardry and aerial choreography. A full spectrum of colours became possible by using lithium for pink, caesium salts for indigo, rubidium for violet and so on. Potassium chlorate intensified coloration but became unstable when mixed with sulphur, which had to be replaced with powdered shellac. Magnesium, available in industrial quantities by the 1860s, made fireworks burn with vivid intensity. Aluminium did the same job, and combined with saltpetre made for louder bangs.
In Britain, the tall, full-bearded Charles Brock became the Willy Wonka of fireworks, an entrepreneurial magus who insisted on serious chemistry rather than reckless alchemy. He also had big ideas for the future of fireworks. Overcoming the Victorian connection between fireworks, pleasure gardens and prostitution, Brock cemented the place of pyrotechnic extravaganzas in public life. Beneath a canopy of soaring lights, sixty thousand people flocked to Crystal Palace in 1872 to give thanks for the Prince of Wales's recovery from typhoid fever. The queen's Diamond Jubilee in 1897 was celebrated across the nation. By then the Crystal Palace events, of which there were several each year, were being replicated in other towns and cities, notably with flamboyant displays in Manchester's Belle Vue Gardens.
Business boomed. In bitter rivalry with another company, Pains, Brock extended his markets and manufacture to America, Australia, India and China, his firework shows fusing edification with awe and a pinch of patriotism. As in Britain, many events in these countries were themed: the Last Days of Pompeii, the Great Fire of London, the Siege of Sevastopol - any historical conflagration fitted the bill. Displays became ever more elaborate and popular down to the First World War, when recreational gunpowder was banned for the duration. Factories built in Huddersfield pivoted to fill grenades, among them Standard Fireworks, founded by James Greenhalgh, a draper's son, in 1891. Production and consumption of fireworks continued to expand in the 1920s and 1930s until the next war shut things down again. In 1946, however, the government ordered a majestic victory display along the same stretch of the Thames where King James had celebrated his daughter's wedding 333 years earlier. The 'Big Bomb', a gigantic explosive shell, filled London's skies with what to the News of the World looked like 'golden rain'.
In the postwar era companies popped up all over: Wessex, Astra, Lion, Rainbow, Benwell's. By 1959 Benwell's had an annual output of twenty million fireworks. In the same year, Standard Fireworks was listed on the Stock Exchange, the backbone of its business not the big displays but retail in shops, where children begging with Guys could buy a big box for a few shillings. In 1964 Ron Lancaster, a teacher at Kimbolton School (his subjects, appropriately, were chemistry and divinity), founded Kimbolton Fireworks. Lancaster's reputation grew to the extent that he was employed as an adviser for the queen's Silver Jubilee in 1977, though his methods remained charmingly low-tech. 'I have a small hydraulic compressor,' he explained, 'but a lot of the powder is just knocked in with a stick.'
Yet the market for private, domestic use was contracting, largely due to tightening regulations. Fireworks caused several hundred injuries each year, many involving children. As back-garden parties waned, fewer accidents were recorded, which was good news for A&E departments but not for manufacturers. Famous companies merged or went bust. In 1987 Standard bought Brocks, once leader of the pack, for just PS55,000. By then the price of a selection box in Woolworths had shot up. Children stopped guying, fathers' wardrobes remained intact, and public displays costing PS1000 a minute took over. In 1998 Standard went into receivership and was bought by Black Cat Fireworks, based in Hong Kong - thus ending (with the exception of Kimbolton) UK-based production, and returning 'flying gunpowder' to the place where the fascination had begun. In the 21st century, Halloween with all its commercial trappings surged past Bonfire Night in a cloud of sulphurous smoke.
Today, fireworks are still let off on 5 November, on 4 July, on New Year's Eve; at weddings, balls, birthdays and gender reveal parties. (In 2020 a pyrotechnic device ignited at a gender reveal party in California killed a firefighter and burned down twenty thousand acres of San Bernardino and Riverside counties.) But opinion is divided over whether they should be allowed at all, mainly because of the noise. Opponents speak up for scared pets, wild birds dropping from the sky, war veterans with PTSD and people with autism; others worry about the profligacy (especially in times of recession and austerity) and pollution caused by raised atmospheric levels of strontium, sulphur dioxide, nitric oxide, potassium perchlorate and other toxins, as well as paper, plastic and metal debris. In 2020 Sydney became the first city to declare its New Year fireworks carbon neutral. With each fresh concern, however justified, a little enchantment sputters out. The distinctive bang and crackle can still send me rushing to the window hoping to catch the decaying stars of some celestial bloom - in every burst of light and colour a pang of nostalgia. But the moment is too fleeting and, besides, the magical feeling has gone.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.lrb.co.uk/the-paper/v46/n21/malcolm-gaskill/pop-crackle-and-bang



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



La Chasse au Pinard
Julian Barnes

1721 words[image: ]

Awidely distributed  temperance poster from 1902 produced by Dr Galtier-Boissiere is headed 'L'alcool, voila l'ennemi.' It shows two faces at the top. One is that of a spruce, healthily moustached young man in suit and tie, with a clear forehead and determined gaze. He is captioned 'Avant l'alcoolisme'. Next to him is his scruffy, raddled cousin with vacant eyes, creased forehead and delinquent coiffure. He represents 'Apres l'alcoolisme'. Beneath them are depictions of their respective inner organs: stomach, liver, heart, kidneys and brain. The healthy organs resemble items you might see in the window of a classy boucherie; the drink-sodden ones, less so.
But this distinction is not what it appears to be, because 'temperance' and 'alcohol' - back there, back then - did not mean what they generally do. The healthy young man is certainly not a teetotaller, because next to him are pictures of the GOOD (in large caps) 'natural drinks' that he imbibes: wine, apple cider, pear cider and beer. His wrecked cousin, by contrast, drinks BAD 'industrial alcohols' made from potatoes, beetroot and grain. The consequences of each taste are illustrated in the bottom corners of the poster. 'Natural drinks' lead to mere 'drunkenness', illustrated by a cheerful soldier being banged up for the night to sleep it off; whereas 'industrial drinks' lead to 'alcoholism', more serious military indiscipline, penal servitude and even the firing squad.
For all its celebratory Exposition Universelle and the glamour of the Belle Epoque (though not so named until four decades later), France in 1900 was an anxious and self-critical place. At the start of the 19th century, it had been the most populated of the Great European powers; now, it was the sparsest. The demographer Jacques Bertillon noted of France's rivals that 'they are all growing, all becoming more populous, and as a consequence, richer, stronger, more vital.' The French were thought to be declining not just in quantity, but also in quality. Degeneration theory, popular across Europe, held that as modern civilisation advanced, humanity often declined. Alcoholism, brutishness and criminality resulted; also prostitution, physical deformity and imbecility. Worse, the prospect that some of these debilities were heritable meant that the nation was probably heading for long-term moral collapse.
At this time, the French 'drank substantially more than any other people in the world', according to Adam Zientek's A Thirst for Wine and War. But whereas abstinence movements in Britain put the 'total' in teetotalism - you were dry or wet, and nothing in between - the French made a very large exception in the form of wine. According to both folklore and the medico-scientific thinking of the time, wine was in and of itself healthy, indeed nutritious; it had 'anti-microbial' properties and filled the drinker with useful sugars as well as putting a smile on the face and a song in the heart. One 'reformer' suggested that as long as men drank in moderation - no more than four litres a day - 'wine was no more harmful, and markedly more beneficial, than bread.' And whereas distilled alcohol came from some soulless factory, wine arose from the very soil of France (except for benighted northern and western parts where they drank beer and cider); so the map of France and the map of wine were co-extensive. Wine-drinking, in short, was not just enjoyable, but patriotic. And the argument was pushed even further. If you drank wine instead of industrial spirits, this actually prevented you from becoming an alcoholic. Armand Gautier, an eminent biochemist, proposed that wine's hygienic properties 'protected men from illnesses such as bronchitis, pneumonia, diarrhoea, rheumatism, frostbite, and, of course, alcoholism'.
The First World War, after its headlong opening phase, settled down into the static years of opposing trenches, with a subterranean life of mud and rats and artillery bombardments broken by occasional semi-suicidal attacks across no man's land. One advantage of this stalemate was that it made supplies easier to deliver. A network of railways was developed, with huge logistic depots in the French hinterland, plus smaller ones near the action. Wine was a staple supply. At first it was sourced locally, but quality was often poor, and pricing exploitative; when the government took over, availability became more reliable and the product better. The quantity per soldier was also gradually increased: from a quarter of a litre at the start of the war to three-quarters by the end of it. None of which prevented soldiers away from the front line going on what was called la chasse au pinard, to which much time was devoted. There was also frequent pilfering of stock, coupled with an ingenuity of approach from the troops. For instance, wine was transported from the rear to the front lines in large metal bidons; and someone discovered that if you fired a blank cartridge into the bidon, it expanded the container's capacity, bringing the thirsty poilus even more wine. As Zientek sums it up, 'the delivery of the [wine] ration became the central ritual in the cult of pinard, a great secular republican sacrament in which poilus drank the protective and powerful blood of the soil, which is to say, the blood of France.' Whether the poilus themselves saw it in quite that way is debatable.
Many principles and beliefs break down in wartime, and the key distinction between (good) wine and (evil) spirits was parked by necessity. Wine kept the men cheerful and able to put up with foul conditions; but when they went over the top with the high likelihood of being killed or dreadfully maimed, a little extra pick-me-up was called for. From the very start of the war, French soldiers had reported that the German corpses they came across not only reeked of alcohol but also of ether, proving that les Boches were ignoble and cowardly. But by mid-1915, the French army was regularly distributing eau de vie to its own troops; and, though there is no supporting evidence in the French military archives, many soldiers suspected it was often laced with ether. The troops called their eau de vie ration gnole, a word one trench etymologist took to be a slang corruption of a Provencal word for 'fog'. Wine was distributed twice a day, gnole once, usually in the morning. Its alcoholic strength was about 50 per cent, and its effect dramatic. The war journal of a certain Leon Lebret contains this entry from 25 July 1915, when his unit attacked at Moiremont-sur-Marne:
Day of the offensive, we are in the attacking division's reserve and they gave us a quart of gnole that was half ether, and so we were all close to halfway crazy and there were some rolling on the ground and at 9h00 they gave the order to attack with the whole division and the cavalry behind us that will pursue the Germans.

As this implies, it might be a mistake to overdose your own troops at the wrong time, and soon a system was instituted at the front line. Fifteen or twenty minutes before the troops went over the top, they would line up for an officer to dole out this life-giving and death-defying potion. More than one observer was reminded of communicants queuing up at the altar rail before the priest. Refusal was rarely an option: the officer would insist on seeing the soldier drink it down - and watching the immediate result. That same month, the splendidly named Antoine Negroni took his last gulp of gnole and raised along with his comrades the 'savage cry' of 'a la baionnette!'
Did it matter that men often went into battle as drunk as lords? Not in the larger scale of things, Zientek concludes. It might affect the accuracy of the attackers' rifle fire, or their efficacy in hand-to-hand fighting, but this was not where battles were won:
The success of an attack had less to do with the infantry's fighting power than with artillery preparation and the hardness of German defences. Indeed, whether men were intoxicated or not probably had little practical effect on their combat effectiveness during battle, as what they were asked to do - occupy space that the artillery had cleared and kill their demoralised enemies - had little dependence on their sober faculties and fine motor skills.

This is an unheroic truth, and of little comfort to the families of those machine-gunned in the mud. Whether it is easier, indeed preferable, to die when drunk or sober is a question none can answer, because we only enjoy the experience once.
Zientek is a professor of history with a strong sociological approach. His preface contains this forbidding statement of intent: 'The model I propose to elaborate below [is this]: the alcohol supplied by the French army generated shared interoceptive and affective sensations that were then interpreted through culturally learned and contextually bound intoxication concepts, making for distinct and entraining emotional experience and group behaviours that tended to bolster the war effort.' It's tempting (if facetious) to rephrase this as: 'French soldiers liked to get pissed with their mates, and it was good for morale.' The book features tracts of prose as glutinous as Flanders mud. Happily, Zientek also cites many primary sources: interviews with survivors, memoirs, letters and censorship records. In 2014, Lucien Barou produced Les Memoires de la Grande Guerre, a five-volume anthology of soldiers' experiences, collected over forty years, which had begun as a linguistics thesis in the 1970s. Here the men speak as men do, with no theory attached to their lives. Alphonse Solnon put it this way, 'in a very solemn and strong tone', many years after the war was over:
I'm telling you this: without alcohol we would not have had the victory! I'm telling you this sincerely: without alcohol, we would not have seen the victory ... You were a crazy man with the gnole, you didn't know anything. If we hadn't had it, we wouldn't have won the war ... I'm not afraid to say it often: if we were victorious, it's because we were full of alcohol! Because with alcohol, well, it transforms a man. Alcohol transforms a man!

Hardly the language of a recruiting poster, but a clear, truthful, rightly repetitive voice coming to us from a century away.
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A Walnut in Sacrifice
Nick Richardson
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Part  of the magic of grimoires resides in the word itself: 'grim', with its aura of frost and severity, opening onto that chasmic vowel, a playground for demons. Exactly when or why manuals for conjuring spirits came to be known by this name is unclear, but the convention was well established in Europe by the Middle Ages. 'Grimoire' is French for 'grammary', a book of grammar: it may have been adopted because the manuscripts were often in Latin; perhaps it was a term used more generally of abstruse, esoteric texts. Certainly, grimoires had been around for many hundreds of years before they were known as such. There are grimoires among the Greco-Egyptian magical papyri, which date from the fertile period of cross-cultural exchange in Hellenistic Egypt between the second century bce and the fifth century ce, and many of the best-known European grimoires contain vestiges of the ancient religions of Egypt, Greece and Sumer, though most were authored by nominal Christians who made a great show of piety in their writing.
'Solomon, the Son of David, King of Israel, hath said that the beginning of our Key is to fear God, to adore Him, to honour Him with contrition of heart, to invoke Him in all matters which we wish to undertake, and to operate with very great devotion, for thus God will lead us in the right way.' So begins the best-known grimoire in its best-known edition: the Key of Solomon, as assembled in 1889 from a number of sources by Samuel MacGregor Mathers of the Hermetic Order of the Golden Dawn. The Key of Solomon represents the invocation of spirits as a perilous activity to be attempted only by the most devout. It requires a nine-day period of preparation, during which body and soul are conditioned by fasting, sexual abstinence, ritual bathing and prayer. The magician must fabricate, or otherwise obtain, elaborate tools, such as a pair of garters made from the skin of a stag and inscribed in the blood of a hare, then stuffed with green mugwort and the eyes of a barbel fish. Incense is to be concocted from bat's blood after the magician has exorcised the bat in the names of a few dozen angels. Earthen vessels, parchment and wax for candles must be made ready according to precise instructions, along with the 'lamen' and 'Holy Pentacles': metal discs engraved with symbols supposed to strike terror into the spirits and force them to obey.
The long list of demands made by the Key of Solomon is unlikely ever to have been satisfied in full. The magician who fails to conjure a spirit can have only him or herself to blame: are you sure that bat was well and truly exorcised? Luckily for the aspiring magus, there are more easy-going grimoires, or less finicky spirits. The Grimoire Encyclopedia, compiled by David Rankine, a historian and modern practitioner of magic, contains an entry for every grimoire we know about, with a short gloss on the text and bullet points describing the salient features: date, sources, influences, spirits conjured, magical tools. Lazier magicians may favour the Theurgia Goetia, an English grimoire of 1641 that requires only four tools - crystal, girdle, pentacle of Solomon, 'Table of the Art' - but provides access to hundreds of spirits. The Book of Saint Cyprian: the Sorcerer's Treasure (of which there are multiple versions, the earliest from the 17th century) contains a longer and more rarefied list of tools - black-handled knife, boleante (a rod with nails in it for chastising demons), censer, magic mirror, three kinds of wooden rod (boxwood, hazel and olive), a steel knife and a sword - but the demons it allows you to invoke are far fewer. Perhaps more unusual ritual tools get you a higher class of demon? The complete set of magical tools required by the grimoires, along with references to the spells in which they're used, is included in an appendix to the encyclopedia. We find 'Hedgehog: used in a charm to attract a woman', along with hundreds of entries for oils of different types and their respective uses: 'Oil (unspecified) ... rub on a rooster's bottom and it will not mate, on its head and it will not crow'; 'Oil (Elderberry): used in lamp mixture to make people appear to have black faces'.
Mathers, the Golden Dawn's founder, assembled his edition of the Key of Solomon from manuscripts written in French, Italian and Latin, the oldest of which dates from the 16th century. He censored from those manuscripts anything that smelled of 'Black Magic', out of concern, he claimed, for the souls of those into whose incautious hands the book might fall: 'Let him who ... determines to work evil, be assured that that evil will recoil on himself and that he will be struck by the reflex current.' He notes the existence of two grimoires, the Grimorium Verum and the Clavicola di Salomone ridolta, that are 'full of evil magic'.
Despite his admonition, the Grimorium Verum (or True Grimoire) is now readily available. Its tone is quite different from the Key of Solomon. There is no solemn preamble on the paramount importance of faith and contrition, and the instructions for fashioning the ritual apparatus are much less demanding. The Key of Solomon, though it is effusive on the proper format of the conjuration ritual, has less to say about who or what might be summoned as a result. Not so the Grimorium Verum, which lists a dozen or so 'superior' and 'inferior' spirits, with a brief description, in the manner of Top Trump cards, of their appearance and powers, and the sigils used to summon them. The names of the superior spirits - Lucifer, Belzebuth, Astaroth - are familiar, but readers may be surprised to learn that they do not inhabit hell: Lucifer and his inferiors live in Europe and Asia, Belzebuth in Africa and Astaroth in America. Among the inferior spirits is Bechaud, who has power over ordinary rain and snow as well as 'rains of blood, and of toads and other species'. He requires a walnut in sacrifice. Mersilde has the power to transport anyone in an instant to wherever they like; Morail can make you invisible; Frutimiere prepares feasts and sumptuous banquets; Clisthert grants power over night and day. Spells put these spirits to work for unvirtuous ends: 'To Make a Girl Dance in the Nude', 'To Have Gold Pieces, as Many and as Often and Every Time You Want', and so on.
What kinds of creature these spirits are and whether they can be considered good or evil is a controversial matter. In an essay included in his edition of the True Grimoire (2010), Jake Stratton-Kent, a prominent practitioner of and advocate for grimoire magic until his death last year, traces the evolution of the superior spirits, whom many think of as demons, from pre-Christian (and not especially evil) pagan deities. 'Lucifer' comes from the Latin for 'light-bearer', a sobriquet commonly applied to Venus (and on occasion, Mercury). Belzebuth is better known as Beelzebub, the 'Lord of the Flies', which would appear to be an insulting mistranslation into Hebrew of the name of a Philistine god: the original 'would have involved a form of Baal, a common title of Phoenician and Canaanite gods'. Stratton-Kent suggests a correspondence with Jupiter, following the grimoires, which frequently connect Belzebuth with the planet. 'Astaroth' is the Hebrew name of the goddess known in Greek as Astarte, an important Phoenician lunar goddess. As for the inferior spirits, many of them have the characteristics of Elementals (spirits of water, earth, fire and air), widely held to be neutral agents who could be used for good or evil purposes.
Stratton-Kent points out that versions of a ritual known as the 'Art Armadel', which is contained in a number of the grimoires including the Grimorium Verum, also appear in the Greco-Egyptian magical papyri. The ritual centres on an act of scrying: the inducing of a vision in the magician, who gazes into a reflective surface, flame or lamp. In the case of the Grimorium Verum, the surface is a mirror on which the magician has written four sacred names with the blood of a pigeon. A striking similarity between the Art Armadel as contained in the grimoires and the version found in the papyri is the summoning of an intermediary, whom the magician must call on before being granted access to the spirit he or she is attempting to contact. In the Grimorium Verum, this figure is an angel, Anael; in many of the examples from the papyri, it is Anubis, the dog-faced god of the underworld, who invites the spirits to a feast where the magician can question them.
In his excellent history, Grimoires (2009), Owen Davies, a professor at the University of Hertfordshire who specialises in the history of magic, stresses the importance of the Greco-Egyptian papyri in the early history of the grimoires, contrasting them with the earliest magical inscriptions and papyri from the time of the pharaohs. In the pharaonic material, the focus is on health and protection, whereas the magic of the later papyri aims more at satisfying the magician's desires for financial gain, social success and sexual conquest. Davies also emphasises the impact on European grimoires of the Moorish invasion of the Iberian peninsula. The city of Toledo, after it was retaken from the Moors by Alfonso VI in 1085, became a centre of Arabic scholarship among Moorish converts to Christianity and Christians 'Arabised' by centuries of Moorish rule. Many texts in Arabic, including works of magic, were studied and translated into Latin by the clergy of Toledo Cathedral and began to spread across Europe. As a result, the city acquired a reputation as a hotbed of necromantic activity. (Black magic tourism, in the form of walking tours taking in the haunts of templar monks, necromancers, sorcerers and alchemists, flourishes in Toledo to this day.) As the French priest Helinand de Froidmont observed in the early 13th century, one found 'the liberal arts in Paris, the law in Bologna, medicine in Salerno and demons in Toledo'.
Arabic magic focused on harnessing the powers of stars and planets by calling on their associated spirits and angels at astrologically propitious moments. The best-known Arabic magical text, the Picatrix (in Arabic the Ghayat al-Hakim, 'The Aim of the Sage'), instructs the magician in the manufacture of talismans imbued with the power of astronomical bodies. This involved elaborate apparel (helmets and swords) and animal sacrifices: a white dove for Venus, a black goat for Saturn. The influence of texts such as the Picatrix can be seen in the Key of Solomon's insistence not only on similar apparel but on the importance of precise timing of magical operations, which must be performed on the day, and at the hour, of the presiding planetary spirits: 'In the Days and Hours of Saturn thou canst perform experiments to summon the souls from Hades,' whereas 'the days and hours of Mercury are good to operate for eloquence and intelligence; promptitude in business; science and divination.' Tables are provided that associate a planet, angel and archangel with each hour and day of the week.
The rites of exorcism were another important influence. The first half of the Key of Solomon makes for thrilling reading, in part because the intensity of the ritual increases dramatically with each attempt at summoning. The magician is instructed to stand at the centre of his laboriously prepared magic circle and recite the first conjuration. If nothing happens, the 'suffumigations' are renewed, the magician holds up his knife and proceeds to 'strike the air', then there is a confession, a prayer and a further conjuration, this one louder and more solemn, including more exhortations and holy names. If the spirits still fail to appear, the magician reveals the Pentacles, holds the knife aloft and bellows a further conjuration: 'Behold anew the Symbol and the Name of a Sovereign and Conquering God, through which all the Universe fears, trembles and shudders.' The ritual of exorcism, as documented by the 16th-century exorcist Girolamo Menghi, follows exactly this format, with a sequence of prayers, conjurations, recitations of holy names and dramatic gestures that intensify in pitch in proportion to the possessing spirit's reluctance to be exorcised. Not only did exorcism provide a ritual template, it provided logical and moral justification for the practice of conjuration: if it were possible to wrestle demons into obedience by calling on superior spiritual forces (and the Church said it was) then it was possible to do this outside an exorcism; if it was not only possible, but right and good to manipulate and interrogate demons (and the Church said it was), why would it not be right and good to do so from the comfort of one's own magic circle?
The Church authorities took against magic, however, and in the 16th century instituted a crackdown. One arm of the suppression was, of course, the witch trials, but it is important to realise that the consumers of grimoires, the majority of whom were male and literate, were (most of the time) not the same people as those tried as witches, who were usually neither of those things. Most of the women tried as witches weren't actually witches, whereas those tried as heretics for the use of grimoires were - most likely - using grimoires. One reason for the particular notoriety of the Key of Solomon is that it appears more often than any other grimoire in the legal records of defendants.
The backlash against grimoires was a consequence of the rise in literacy levels across Europe, which had extended the pool of grimoire readers beyond the monastic and courtly communities, where they had been freely studied and shared, and their spells practised in secret. Davies argues that the Church itself was partly to blame for the surge in literacy. Rates of education among the clergy had been very low in the early 16th century. In 1551, the bishop of Gloucester had found that 168 priests in his diocese were unable even to repeat the Ten Commandments, and court records from the time are full of complaints from parishioners about boozing, womanising village priests. The shabby reputation of Catholic priests became a contributing factor in the rise of Protestantism, and many Protestant churches distinguished themselves from their Catholic counterparts by insisting that their priests obtain a university degree. The Catholic Church, in response, created seminaries for the compulsory education, and re-education, of its priesthood. But by improving the literacy levels of its clergy, the Church enabled its priests to abuse their position of spiritual authority by getting hold of grimoires (which they could now read) and charging parishioners for extra services involving the conjuration of spirits.
Rates of education among the rest of society improved during the same period, in tandem with the rise of print. Many of the 'cunning folk', rural practitioners of traditional magic, were able to extend their menu of services by getting hold of print copies of grimoires. Shepherds, who had a reputation in rural communities for being wise and educated (possibly because the quasi-masonic fraternities to which many belonged insisted on a level of literacy for membership), made money on the side by charging for spells cast from printed grimoires. We know from court records, as well as from correspondence with booksellers and accomplices, that there were increasing numbers of amateur magicians, too: they were usually artisans, tradesmen or farmers who had made enough money to educate themselves, and who bought grimoires and practised magic, both experimentally and for profit. Catholic authorities reacted to the spread of printed grimoires in Europe by publishing, from 1559 onwards, the papal Index of Prohibited Books, which banned all works of instruction in the magical arts. But this turned out to be another self-defeating measure that did more to excite interest in the prohibited books than anything else.
According to Davies, a shift in the official view of magic was precipitated by the investigation in 1678 into a plot to poison Louis XIV. As the recently created Paris police force probed the seedy underworld of the poison trade, it became clear that the suppliers of poisons - or 'inheritance powders' - were often also magicians, whose services were sought not only by the poor and uneducated but by the aristocratic elites. Male courtiers were drawn to black magic by promises of great wealth, while female courtiers paid magicians for love powders and potions supposed to boost their powers of seduction or ensure the faithfulness of their husbands. The confessions of two sorceresses, one a tailor's wife, the other the widow of a horse dealer, exposed a close-knit network of magicians, priests, fortune-tellers, shepherd herbalists and apothecaries. Raids on their homes turned up stacks of grimoires. Twenty-five were found in the possession of a cunning woman who was said to have more learning 'in the tip of her finger' than others acquired in a lifetime, and who lived 'as man and wife' with another female magician. Among the more than forty churchmen arrested in connection with the poisoning plot was Etienne Guibourg, an elderly priest who confessed to performing black masses using the belly of a naked woman as an altar, and whose library contained numerous papers detailing rituals for invoking the demon Salam.
The exposure of this underworld led Louis XIV to order the passing of a law that aimed to quash those who 'follow the vain professions of fortune-tellers, magicians or sorcerers'. Louis's edict described magic as a foolish belief rather than a genuine diabolic force and made it clear that the law's purpose was the protection of 'ignorant and credulous people' from con artists who claimed to possess supernatural powers. Over the next few decades, similar legislation appeared elsewhere in Europe reflecting this change in perspective. Grimoires remained popular among the general population throughout the Enlightenment and beyond, but the official view of them shifted from 'instruments of heresy' to 'immoral manuals of superstition'. Today, practising grimoire magic won't land you in prison, but talking people into paying you to enlist the services of demons on their behalf might.
Davies's  Art of the Grimoire, a survey of grimoire illustrations from the earliest papyri to the present day, provides a visual companion to this history. Many of the sigils, circles and seals from medieval and Renaissance grimoires are familiar from film and TV: they have been a stock trope for decades of horror movies (a grimoire bound in human flesh and 'inked in human blood' plays a central role in the Evil Dead series). The Hollywood grimoire is so firmly embedded in our cultural imagination that grimoires which don't conform to stereotype appear all the more striking. Pages from a 13th-century manuscript titled Ars Notoria, sive Flores aurei contain distinctive plant forms in red ink. A ribbed and phallic cactus with protruding hair-thin fronds rises from the mouth of a demon. Three circles connected by a column contain the rippling, enfolded forms of what might be mushrooms. The magician is instructed to meditate on these diagrams while intoning the prayers written alongside them. An illuminated plate from a 14th-century French translation of the Llibre dels angels, a manual for the invocation of angels by the Catalan friar Francesc Eiximenis, shows a red-winged angel leading a man away from a devil shaped like a black jackal, who walks upright on long legs with clawed feet. A scarlet tongue pokes rudely from its horned head.
Davies makes sure to remind us that although print expanded access to grimoires, it also stoked the zealotry of the anti-magic brigade. The title page of Peter Binsfeld, bishop of Trier's Tractat von Bekanntnuss der Zauberer und Hexen (1592), a popular denunciation of witchcraft, bears a woodcut showing a group of witches: one kneels as she gropes the crotch of a devil, another dangles a baby's head in a cauldron of boiling water, a third conjures a hailstorm with a pitchfork (or is it a broomstick?). A hand-coloured print broadsheet from 1586 reports on the problem of devils, who were blamed for terrible storms over Ghent: the accompanying illustration portrays the devils in the form of dragons, wrecking churches and uprooting homes. Davies includes the title page of a print edition of Reginald Scot's The Discoverie of Witchcraft from 1584, alongside one of its illustrations, a magic circle composed of the usual sigils, circles, pentagrams and magical names. Scot was an MP, and his book was intended as a condemnation of the foolishness of magic, but it contained so many conjurations, exorcisms, talismans and sigils that it became a popular grimoire in its own right.
Art of the Grimoire encompasses grimoires and grimoire-like texts from beyond the Western tradition. Davies includes the Great Pustaha, a book of magic employed by the Batak magician-priests of Northern Sumatra. The cover of the 19th-century example included in the book is elaborately carved in black wood, while the pages are folded and glued: they open like a concertina to reveal a collection of incantations and spells illustrated in red and black ink. In the pages reproduced here, an insect monster with bristling limbs, a curling, fern-like tongue and skin tattooed with geometric mosaics is shown surrounded by imps in pointy red hats. (Imps around the world wear pointy hats, it seems.) Davies has found spellbooks, talismans and oracle bones with strangely rune-like inscriptions from China, and lavishly illustrated catalogues of yokai (spirits) from Japan. Among the wonders from the Islamic magical tradition are books of djinn - such as the 'Red King', depicted riding a lion and called on to protect the home from snakes - and works of astrology: in the Kitab al-Bulhan ('Book of Surprises'), the 'angels of the seven heavens' are represented by curious human-animal-plant hybrids. Belief in a multitude of non-human entities, and in the ability of humankind to forge relationships with them via magical words and images, appears to be almost universal - and wherever these beliefs have co-existed with literacy, we find grimoires.
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We are lucky to have Davies's books, yet it is possible to read them and still feel as though the mystery of what exactly people were doing, and are still doing, with grimoires has not been resolved. What actually happens when someone invokes a demon? If nothing, then why are these beliefs so tenacious? Stratton-Kent and Rankine made grimoire magic part of their daily lives not because they were persuaded to do so by cynical wayward priests, but because they found in the grimoires a powerful source of religious experience - and there are many people like them, as a quick look online will confirm. The books of Stratton-Kent and Rankine are written less for historians than for other grimoire magicians who claim to be interacting with demons. Maybe demons do exist (I wouldn't rule it out). Or it could be something like a kind of willed schizophrenia. Alan Moore once said that the magician is 'trying to drive him or herself mad in a controlled setting, within controlled laws', which could be the beginning of a convincing explanation of what the magician is doing, though it's probably not one most magicians would agree with. There is a mechanism for interaction with something here, even if it's only with our own imaginations. A book by a psychologist that took seriously the experiences of grimoire magicians (as Jung did with people who claimed to have seen UFOs) would make a fascinating accompaniment to Davies's work.
I don't feel compelled to communicate with demons, but I experienced several synchronicities in the course of writing this piece that made me feel, at times, as though something supernatural was trying to communicate with me. Working in the library one evening, I looked up from my desk to see, on the shelf immediately opposite me, a copy of Der Damon by the German writer Arthur Luther. Weird, but probably nothing. On the second occasion, again at the library, I had just written a line about clergymen charging for extra services involving demons when I found in the gents a business card for 'Mr Madiba', a local witch doctor providing magical assistance in love and business to anyone willing to pay for it. A coincidence. But what about this one? I was on the Tube one morning, listening to a podcast by a psychiatrist interested in the occult. He described invoking one of the demons said to be useful in financial affairs and asking it for some money - as an experiment, of course. The following day he was queuing in a shop when the person in front of him dropped a PS20 note. No one else seemed to notice, and he felt, he said, as though time had stopped: he had to decide whether to take the money and run, or do the decent thing and return it to its rightful owner. He gave it back. The psychiatrist was making a point about the dubious ethics of grimoire demons, but that's not why I'm retelling the story. While I was listening to him, a man standing in front of me on the Tube dropped a PS5 note on the floor.
What was going on? I couldn't shake the feeling that something was playing with me, or wanted me to play with it - and I'm afraid I took the bait. At home I got the True Grimoire down from the shelf and turned to the spell 'For Hearing a Pleasant Music', which is one of the easiest to perform. You inscribe in a circle the sigil of Klepoth, a spirit who can make you see 'all sorts of dances, dreams and visions' as well as help you cheat at cards by whispering to you what's in your opponent's hand as you play. I carefully inscribed the sigil, then recited eleven magical words. 'Afterwards,' the spell says, 'you will hear pleasing music.' I waited a while, but nothing happened. The sigil of Klepoth is quite tricky to draw, so I gave it another go, thinking perhaps I'd made a mistake. I drew the circle, I inscribed the sigil, I intoned the magical words. I waited. Nothing happened.
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Degrees of Wrinkledness
Lorraine Daston

3455 wordsPerhaps  you too have planted a hydrangea in your garden, its blossom as blue as blue can be while still in its pot from the nursery, only to watch its colour muddy and turn ever pinker as the plant's roots sink into alkaline soil. This is an example of the way the visible character of an organism can be modified by its immediate environment - in this case, soil pH. Many other instances are even more striking. The spine of the translucent water flea Daphnia shortens and ultimately disappears if it is bred for generations in polluted water, only for the long spines to reappear in the offspring of spineless Daphnia removed to clean water. There are examples from human biology as well. Ogden syndrome, a disease that can result in heart arrhythmia, large eyes, wrinkled skin and even death in infants, is linked to a mutation in the gene NAA10. But quite a number of healthy people also carry this mutation, suggesting that the micro-environment of the carrier's genes probably plays an important role in the highly variable manifestation and severity of symptoms, which range from barely noticeable to fatal.
None of this will be news to most biologists, especially in the age of evo-devo (evolutionary developmental biology) and the new epigenetics, which studies the way genes are switched on or off by biochemical signals from the organism's internal and external environments. But Gregory Radick, a historian of science at the University of Leeds, thinks that paying closer attention to such examples would help the rest of us rethink our assumptions about genetic determinism. He wants us to stop talking about 'genes for' this or that trait or using such metaphors as 'it's in the DNA' to describe some ancestral and unalterable trait of a person or institution, and he wants us to guard against genomic hype, whether it's the fantasies of ancestral identity bound up with 23andMe or promises that the discoveries of genes for schizophrenia or cardiovascular disease are just around the corner. The reality, Radick insists, is a lot more complicated, and if we had a better appreciation of that reality, we might come to see other things differently too. We might, in particular, be more sceptical of claims made about robust genetic differences between groups - not least regarding race.
The cure Radick proposes for knee-jerk genetic determinism is a large dose of history. Why did we - not just laypeople but also many biologists - embrace genetic determinism in the first place? And why has our faith in the doctrine not been eradicated by the eugenic policies it has inspired, from mass sterilisation in the US to mass murder in Nazi Germany? Just as Freud thought that he could cure neuroses by helping patients work through their memories of the event that triggered them in the first place, Radick hopes that by tracing genetic determinism back to its origins and exhibiting the force of the arguments against it - not adequately addressed then or now - he can free us from our illusions. More than that, he wants us to imagine a counterfactual history in which the course of science took a different direction, in which the countervailing evidence to what became the genetic orthodoxy was fully acknowledged.
Radick begins, as do most histories of modern genetics, in the 1850s, with the experiments of Gregor Mendel on peas in the garden of the monastery at Brunn (now Brno in the Czech Republic). Mendel had studied at the University of Vienna, but his interests were shaped at least as much by his farming background and the aim of the abbot of the monastery to improve local breeds of everything from sheep to apples in order to boost the regional economy. Mendel knew from horticulturalists that traits such as flower and seed colour could be changed by hybridisation, and set out to investigate the stability of the hybrid form when it is bred over many generations, a question of obvious interest to breeders. He selected easily observable trait differences in his cross-breeding experiments with garden peas (Pisum sativum): round or wrinkled seeds; yellow or green seed colour; purple or white flowers. Taking great care to keep his self-fertilising stock as pure as possible, so he could be confident that, for example, the green-seeded peas reliably produced only green seeds and yellow-seeded ones only yellow, he proceeded to hybridise them and keep track of their traits over generations. The result, when you cross green and yellow-seeded peas, is that you get on average three yellows (dominant) to one green (recessive) in the next generation. Mendel knew nothing about genes or chromosomes, but reasoned that if the pollen and egg of the parent plant each contributed equally to the offspring trait, his results could be explained by assuming that all combinations - YY, GG, YG, GY - were equally probable, but that YY, GY and YG would all manifest as yellow-seeded peas because yellow was a dominant trait. Only the double GG, with a one-in-four probability of occurring, would manifest as green.
Mendel was modest about his 'law', qualifying it as the 'law for Pisum'. But his followers soon threw such caution to the wind, and it is the Mendelians whom Radick has in his sights, first and foremost William Bateson (1861-1926) of Cambridge. The bulk of the book is given over to the controversy that raged between Bateson and W.F.R. Weldon (1860-1906) of University College London and later Oxford, and between their allies, over the interpretation and implications of Mendel's results for inheritance in all organisms. Bateson and Weldon had met as students at Cambridge, and although Bateson was the one with a Cambridge pedigree (his father was master of St John's College), at first he happily accepted Weldon as his guide to the study of morphology, which was all the rage in the 1880s. But he came to chafe at Weldon's professional successes and perceived condescension; he later remarked that he'd been made to feel like Weldon's 'bottle-washer'. It can't have helped that while Weldon sailed from fellowship to lectureship to university chair, Bateson was stuck in a sinecure at St John's (in charge of the kitchen) until he was eventually named to a Cambridge professorship in 1908, the first such position in the new science of genetics. Whatever the personal origins of their rivalry, it soon flared into an acrimonious professional disagreement over how to think about inheritance.
The dynamics of debate between Bateson and Weldon - played out in person at meetings of the Royal Society and the British Association for the Advancement of Science as well as in correspondence and learned journals - favoured a thrust-and-parry style of argument that sharpened points of difference. As in a duel, the two opponents enlisted seconds, allies who made sure that a key article was rushed into print or held up in committee, who raised objections after talks and added their own arguments and evidence to the record. The allies on both sides included quite a few women, early graduates of Oxbridge women's colleges, but the agonistic, masculine language of the debate was the scientists' own. Although it was no longer necessary to forbid insults and fisticuffs at meetings of scientific societies, as the 1699 regulations of the Academie Royale des Sciences had, the controversy over Mendelism did get nasty at times. Weldon felt guilty about it; Bateson apparently did not.
What were they fighting about? Bateson had become Britain's foremost champion of Mendelism. All that mattered, he argued, was the genetic material (though everyone was pretty foggy as to what exactly that might be) contained in parental gametes. The transmission of traits to the next generation followed Mendelian patterns, as well-distinguished dominant and recessive characters combined in straightforward fashion, more or less independent of each other and of physiological and environmental factors. Weldon objected that ancestry, sometimes even distant ancestry, mattered too, and that there was far more variability in the data than the strict Mendelians acknowledged. Not only were many species exquisitely sensitive to environmental conditions in terms of which characters they manifested and to what extent (recall the hydrangeas and the water fleas), but there was a spectrum of gradations, rather than the clear-cut categories required by Mendelian accounting. When Weldon repeated Mendel's pea experiments, he discovered all manner of shades between unambiguously yellow and green seeds, as well as variable degrees of wrinkledness and roundness. Where Mendelians like Bateson insisted on discrete characters inherited in predictable proportions, Weldon saw continuous characters which defied Mendelian ratios and were demonstrably modified or suppressed altogether by slight changes in ambient conditions.
This is  a summary of some 250 footnote-packed pages, the core of Radick's book. The archives for this episode in the history of biology are almost too rich: sheaves of correspondence among the protagonists, minutes of meetings, committee reports, Weldon's unpublished manuscripts. Radick recounts every twist and turn of the debate, and his account of the Bateson-Weldon stand-off is surely definitive, whatever queries might be made of his interpretations. Parts of the story have been told before: Francis Galton's brilliant visualisations of mathematical ideas, such as the quincunx that generated a normal curve by ricocheting a bunch of balls randomly down a pegboard; Darwin's ill-fated theory of pangenesis; the founding of the journal Biometrika by Weldon, Galton and Karl Pearson to bring statistical thinking to biology; the popularisation of the Mendelian message by Charles Davenport and other eugenicists (to baleful effect). Radick weaves these familiar elements into his account to show the ways in which biology was becoming more professional, and international, at the end of the 19th century.
Young researchers could now undertake their apprenticeships at marine zoological stations in Naples, Plymouth and Virginia, where they learned to merge traditional field observation with new kinds of laboratory experimentation and became members of international networks. A typical day for Weldon at Plymouth consisted in measuring 160 crabs; Bateson spent a steamy Virginia summer studying the acorn worm, which lives in the seabed. Biologists of their generation investigated a range of plant and animal species, from snails and moths to peas and poppies, and this emboldened them to ask big questions about inheritance and the emergence of new species.
The teeming detail of Radick's book baffles efforts to plot a straight-line narrative. I suspect this effect is a deliberate attempt to allow the reader to experience the uncertainty and messiness of real science in the making. He insists that the outcome of his story was contingent, in the same way that the outcomes of elections and military battles depend on a tangle of factors too numerous to list and too complicated in their interactions to predict. But what is a truism in most kinds of history - that events turn out as they do for contingent reasons - is disputed in the history of science. Almost all history of science is winners' history. The last proponents of geocentric astronomy or phlogiston may no longer be dismissed as irrational or pigheaded, but their evidence and arguments receive considerably less attention from academics than those of their ultimately successful opponents. And almost no one suggests that the likes of Tycho Brahe or Joseph Priestley ought to have won, however sympathetically their reasons for resisting Copernicus or Lavoisier might be reconstructed. Radick is more radical. Everyone now knows that Bateson and the Mendelians won in the end. Radick wants us to imagine that it could have and should have turned out differently, had all the evidence and arguments been weighed and had Weldon not died prematurely in 1906, aged 46.
In the final part of the book, Radick tries to make this counterfactual history plausible. He musters all the protests from the Mendelian camp (what about the successful application of Mendelism to breeding? What about Lysenkoism, according to which hereditary material could be modified by changes to the parent organism's body, and which became Soviet doctrine under Stalin? What about the subsequent triumphs of genetics?) and tries to knock them down one by one. Some of his rebuttals are persuasive, others less so. It's true that successful applications of a theory do not mean it is correct (geocentric astronomy was still used for navigation at sea long after the triumph of heliocentrism); and the fact that the Soviet Union later rejected Lysenkoism does not, of course, make Lysenko's own rejection of Mendelian genetics any more defensible. More interesting are Radick's observations as to which scientific data do and do not get remembered, and which phenomena do and do not get investigated. Many people will remember from school biology lessons that blue-eyed parents will have only blue-eyed children, because being blue-eyed is a recessive trait. Yet a study in 1918 showed that 12 per cent of the children of blue-eyed parents had brown eyes. How reliable was the study? It's hard to know, because once Mendelism had carried the day there was no motivation to put one of its most useful examples to the test.
Still more intriguing is the progress of research on what are known as 'norms of reaction'. The German biologist Richard Woltereck advanced the idea in 1909, based on his experiments on the water flea Daphnia. He noted that different varieties of a species might, when exposed to environmental changes, react in a range of ways. Some varieties might hardly change; others might exhibit changes dramatic enough to suggest that a new species was emerging. Later research showed that even monoclonal organisms - ones with identical genotypes - might exhibit different degrees of phenotypical plasticity. Had anyone wanted to follow it up, here lay a clue as to why the Batesonian and Weldonian factions had obtained such divergent results in their experiments on the impact of environmental modifications: depending on the norm of reaction of the organism in question, the impact of environmental changes can vary considerably. Although norms of reaction never entirely disappeared from biology (Richard Lewontin made much of them in his attacks on what he perceived to be the ideological basis of genetic determinism in the 1980s), they receded into the background until recent work in epigenetics revealed the huge importance of changes within the genome, as it reacts nimbly to cues at every level from the cellular to the environmental. In the metaphorical language that has always saturated the science of inheritance, the genome may turn out to be less like a computer program and more like an organ of perception. This isn't so much a nature versus nurture story as a complete rejection of all three parts of Galton's opposition, including the 'versus'. It's much, much more complicated.
Radick thinks Weldonian pedagogy might heighten appreciation of this complexity and has tried to test his hypothesis in his biology classes at Leeds and elsewhere. He admits that the results so far have been modest; and, at least at Leeds, none of the biology students wanted to sign up for the alternative course. He's well aware of the tyranny of the textbook, especially of those seductively simple Mendelian matrices. As Thomas Kuhn pointed out in The Structure of Scientific Revolutions (1962), science textbooks do much more than teach students what is worth knowing (and, implicitly, what is not); they also teach what it means to know by providing models of problems successfully solved - 'paradigms', in Kuhn's term. These models are invariably oversimplified, by the standards both of the history of science and of what the students will encounter if they go on to more advanced training (and even more so if they try to apply what they've learned to practical ends). But encumbering these models with the complexity and variability that would make them more realistic would destroy their paradigmatic character: every new particular reduces generality.
As a historian, Radick is a connoisseur of particulars and committed to contingency. But it is worth reflecting on which domains of inquiry reward scrupulous attention to variability and which do not. The Scottish physicist James Clerk Maxwell, whom Radick quotes for his witty riposte to Galton that if heredity was destiny, then belief in free will must be predetermined too, observed that Galileo had been lucky to begin his inquiry with the fall of heavy bodies rather than turbulence. Free fall is a phenomenon in which one big cause (gravity) overwhelms many little ones (air currents, friction, viscosity, shape etc) in determining the trajectory of a falling body. By neglecting all the little causes, Galileo was able to extract a simple mathematical relation that was a decent fit to observation and that required no more than the mathematics then available (Euclidean geometry). In contrast, turbulence phenomena exhibit no such hierarchy of big and little causes, as Maxwell was all too aware. In the familiar example, a tiny perturbation in the turbulent system of the world's weather - the flapping of a butterfly's wings - can trigger a mighty storm many thousands of miles away. As a result, climate models are monsters of complexity, taxing the most powerful supercomputers to their limits. Had Galileo begun with the weather, physics would still be in its infancy. The question of whether or not variability and complexity matter in science may not have a one-size-fits-all answer: it depends on which discipline and what kinds of phenomenon are at issue.
Mendel seems to have practised a strategy of simplification so extreme that subsequent researchers, starting with Weldon, have wondered whether he cooked his numbers: the data were simply too good to be true. Radick has a more charitable explanation. Recall those spectral shades fanning out between yellow-yellow and green-green pea seeds, and imagine that it wasn't a biologist trying to classify them unambiguously as yellow or green but a fashion writer bent on capturing every tint and hue - chartreuse, apple green, olive, lime - and you get some idea of the kind of discretionary judgments Mendel would have had to make in order to sustain his strict binary classification. Or he might simply have discarded in-between colours, in the way scientists (and scholars) occasionally exclude outliers from their data as glitches or flukes. Sometimes a clear signal emerges from the noise after judicious pruning, but sometimes the pruning inadvertently exaggerates or even creates the signal.
Viewed at a distance of more than a hundred years, during which research has revealed the nature of chromosomes, the existence and structure of DNA, the mechanisms by which genes code for the manufacture of proteins, intra-genomic regulation and a great deal more besides, the Bateson-Weldon debate about the way inheritance works doesn't seem so decisive. The Mendelism they fought over is not the genetics of today. Radick quotes the philosopher of science Evelyn Fox Keller, who was trained in physics and molecular biology, to the effect that there's almost nothing left in the annals of contemporary genetics of the old view of stable genes inexorably determining specific characters. Yet he believes that the genetic determinism of the Mendelians persists nonetheless, at least in public discourse, and that revealing its history and teaching biology in light of that history will strip us of our illusions.
If only. Long before Mendel planted his peas or Bateson and Weldon squared up to each other, ideas about inheritance had seeped into the collective consciousness. Obsessive interest in lineages and bloodlines neither began nor ended with snobbish characters in Victorian novels; humans have been attentive to inherited traits ever since they began domesticating plants and animals some fifteen thousand years ago. The practice of breeding anticipates and shadows the science of inheritance every step of the way, from Darwin's instructive conversations with pigeon fanciers to Mendel's interest in improving pea strains to Galton's brief for eugenics as an extension of breeders' insights to humans. Whether it was Bateson preaching the new Mendelian science to American horticulturalists eager to increase grain yields or Weldon poring over the twenty-volume General Stud Book of Race Horses to work out the patterns of inheritance governing chestnut coats, breeding was everywhere. Its vocabulary of thoroughbreds and mongrels, pedigrees and sports, was common currency among all those who fancied flowers or dogs or horses.
Fascination with inheritance overflows genetics. Plumping for nurture over nature just highlights another side of inheritance, once to do with wills and entailed estates and now talked about in terms of privilege and nepo babies. Metaphors of inheritance have burrowed deeper still into our ways of thinking. The pun in Radick's title, Disputed Inheritance, depends on them. Perhaps we can be cured of talking about 'genes for', but it will take much more than therapeutic history and revised biology curricula to dislodge inheritance from its place in our imaginations.
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From 'Seven Women Scientists'
David Morley

209 wordsCaroline Herschel
'Index to Flamsteed's Observations of the Fixed Stars', 1798
Caroline Herschel turns her telescope
on her first comet, its swan's neck of snow
dipping into the dark water of space.
The curved tine of its tail trailing, flickering
signalling for a likeness of light
among the nebulae and unbroken night
where two swans of ice and stone might sweep
the perihelion in parallel parabolas
of double stars and orbiting pairs.
Caroline steadies her focus. The polished lens
of her Newtonian reflector
light-gathers the flight of every star.
The swans have flown, brother and sister.
They named the first comet after her.
Ada Lovelace
'Notes A-G on the Analytical Engine Invented by Charles Babbage', 1843
A.     She walks through mathematics like light.
         'We will terminate these Notes,' Lovelace writes,
B.     'by following up in detail the steps
         through which the engine could compute
C.     the Numbers of Bernoulli.' Ada Lovelace
         tracks them through the tables of figures,
D.     her algorithm moving through its metres
         precisely as a pianist playing keys.
E.     'The engine,' she says to Babbage, 'weaves
         algebraical patterns just as the Jacquard
F.     loom weaves flowers and leaves.'
         The Enchantress of Number, her friend calls her.
G.     And all that's best of dark and bright
         met in the aspect of her mind.
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Diary
Return to Baghdad
Nabil Salih

2478 wordsThis summer 
, on a visit home, I went to hear the Iraqi National Symphony Orchestra at the National Theatre, in the Karradah district of Baghdad. The theatre has a roof shaped like a Bedouin tent and four Islamic arches adorning its facade. Inside, the ceiling is decorated with cascading wooden planks, designed to evoke the trunks of Iraqi palm trees - now a rare and exotic sight. The theatre still attracts a cosmopolitan, elegantly dressed audience, but to go there is to be reminded of a city, and a way of life, that hardly exist, except in memory. I was frisked by a soldier at the entrance; women had their bags checked at a small booth for privacy. In November 2008, an Oldsmobile blew up outside the theatre, killing five people. Iraq is at 'peace' again, but wartime habits persist.
By the eighth century, Baghdad was the capital of a sprawling empire, a centre of science and learning, and peerless in architectural splendour. 'By God, I am passing through a city, and no city more secure or with greater ease of life than it has ever been constructed in East or West,' the caliph Harun al-Rashid said of Baghdad. That 'ease of life' would soon, and repeatedly, be erased by famine and plague, the flooding of the Tigris, the city's sacking by the Mongols after their overthrow of the Abbasid dynasty and the turbulent centuries of Ottoman rule that followed. Like other members of my generation, I grew up in the shadow of a more recent calamity, the American-led war to remove Saddam Hussein, which opened up the country to both regional terrorism and the global market economy.
The enduring impact of war, poverty and neoliberal transformation are visible everywhere. Late Ottoman areas of tightly packed buildings and cul-de-sacs are in disrepair, while the city has been flooded by bright symbols of Western consumer culture: burger joints, beauty clinics and shopping malls. Security units wearing camouflage patrol in armoured Humvees after a series of assaults by militiamen earlier this year on American-style food chains and businesses that allegedly supported Israel's war on Gaza. Outside the Palestine and Ishtar Hotels, built during the Saddam-era construction boom and managed by Meridien and Sheraton until the Gulf War, security men scan the passers-by, but tend to leave alone the Shia militiamen who, since 2003, have carried out murders and abductions with impunity.
In the smarter parts of Baghdad, the restaurants are packed, and a rash of neon signs gives the impression of economic recovery. But a growing number of young people are desperate to leave Iraq. In the oil-rich south of the country, activists have found themselves being dragged by police along the asphalt for protesting about unemployment. In the Kurdish north, journalists have faced a violent crackdown, and Erdogan's Turkish government continues to hunt down Kurdistan Workers' Party fighters in Iraqi territory. Both Washington (targeting Iran-backed militias) and Tehran (targeting groups connected to the domestic opposition) have conducted airstrikes in the country; in February a US drone hit a busy shopping street in east Baghdad in order to take out a senior member of Kataib Hizbullah. Iraq's supposed stability is little more than a ruse to court foreign investment.
Outsiders tend to focus on the sectarian nature of Iraq's politics, but the most serious divide in Baghdad today is class. While the nouveaux riches ride in G-Class Mercedes, the have-nots make do in tuk-tuks: more than a quarter of the population lives below the poverty line. Driving from my western suburb to the city centre, I passed an emaciated little girl sitting in the shade of an abandoned concrete watchtower, selling bottles of water. The concrete barrier of a nearby checkpoint was painted with a sign proclaiming 'seven thousand years of Mesopotamian history'.
On the eastern bank of the Tigris is the modernist ziggurat of the Babylon Hotel, designed by the Slovenian architect Edvard Ravnikar in the early 1970s and intended to be used for the 1982 summit of the Non-Aligned Movement. Since Iran and Iraq, both NAM members, were at the time engaged in a devastating war that would last until 1988, the summit was moved to New Delhi. The Babylon attracts Westerners, Chinese and diaspora Iraqis from the Gulf. Further down Abu Nawas Street is Zaha Hadid's still unfinished Central Bank, a phallic monument to Iraq's neoliberal renaissance commissioned in 2010. What was advertised as a sign of progress reminds most Baghdadis of our backward banking system, and of a building boom that was driven by laundered funds.
The 14th of July Bridge, a casualty of indiscriminate American bombing during the 1991 Gulf War which has since been rebuilt, is my exit point from the Green Zone: a ten-square-kilometre area only partially accessible to civilian traffic. This is where the parliament building and the US embassy sit in seclusion. In an attempt to project a sense of normality and to reduce Baghdad's notorious traffic jams, the state allows commuters to pass near the seat of power. But the gulf between state and citizenry is hardly repaired by this transient proximity. If your car dies on its wide avenues, security personnel hover around until the vehicle is towed away. Those visiting the fortified US embassy are frisked outside the zone's perimeter by private security guards before buses shuttle them in. Employees making the morning commute to agencies inside must show a permit at a checkpoint before they are allowed in.
The Green Zone is also home to monumental works of public art currently inaccessible to locals: the flying shield of the Monument to the Unknown Soldier, completed in 1982; and the Victory Arch, completed in 1989 to celebrate the 'triumph' over Iran - a gargantuan replica of Saddam's fists, in which he holds crossed swords that rise to an apex of forty metres above the entrance to Festivities Square. Omnipresent on billboards - a reminder of the ghosts haunting Iraqis - are the faces of Qasem Soleimani, the former commander of Iran's Quds Force, and Abu Mahdi al-Muhandis, who led the Popular Mobilisation Forces (PMF), which fought in Syria as well as Iraq. Both were killed in a US drone strike in 2020.
Tehran's influence isn't confined to commemorative billboards: Mohammed al-Sudani's government, backed by the Co-ordination Framework, is deeply penetrated by Iran. The CF is an alliance of factions led by veteran Shia politicians and loathed even by the young Iraqi Shia they claim to represent. The country's ethnosectarian power-sharing system, engineered by Washington (the prime minister is required to be Shia, the president Kurdish and the speaker of parliament Sunni), has consolidated clientelism and exclusivist politics, overpowering any attempt by independent forces to change the system from within. Leading politicians of all denominations, keen to protect their business interests, form a resilient ruling class that crushed the October Uprising of 2019. The uprising was precipitated by deteriorating living conditions and failing public services, and called for the downfall of this entire class.
The governing coalition has also prevailed over Muqtada al-Sadr, the populist cleric whose followers have been accused of corruption and human rights violations. Although they outperformed rival Shia parties in the 2021 elections, which were held in response to the uprising, by the summer of 2022 the Sadrists had still failed to form a ruling majority in parliament. Seeing his Iran-backed rivals united against his declared attempt to reform the corrupt system, al-Sadr told his party to withdraw from political activity in protest. This led his followers to storm the Green Zone in the summer of 2022, engaging in deadly clashes with other armed factions. Yet despite their righteous denunciations of the establishment, the Sadrists have often been part of it, presiding over ministries and occupying senior positions in the bureaucracy. As they eye a political comeback, Baghdad remains relatively quiet - but nobody thinks that this will last for long.
Israel's destruction of Gaza is also chipping away at the facade. 'Death to America. Death to Israel. Let the Jews be damned,' banners in Baghdad read. The suffering of Palestinians reminds many Iraqis of their suffering under American occupation two decades ago. But the situation in Gaza has increasingly been exploited by Shia leaders for their own political purposes. In October last year al-Sadr led thousands of his supporters in a demonstration in the heart of Baghdad, all of them dressed in white shrouds to signify their readiness to die as martyrs. As with the attacks carried out by Iraqi militias against US forces, this spectacle was enthusiastically received by the Arab diaspora. It is not lost on locals that, for the Sadrists, these acts are as much as anything about laying a claim to be the region's foremost defenders of Palestine. This showmanship elides the sorry history of Palestinian experience in Iraq. As Human Rights Watch and others documented at length during the early years of occupation and sectarian struggle, Palestinian refugees were regularly attacked by Shia militias, who accused them of receiving favourable treatment from Saddam's regime. It's true, of course, that Iraqis know how alone Palestinians must feel today: they, too, were abandoned in their most desperate years. But long before Iraq turned against its Palestinians it did much the same to its Jews, one of the country's oldest communities.
For more than two millennia Iraq had a thriving Jewish community, whose leading figures commanded respect from the sultans and pashas in Constantinople and Ottoman Baghdad. Sheikh Sassoon ben Saleh Sassoon was appointed chief treasurer by the Ottomans in 1781. Ezikiel Gabbay, a Baghdadi banker, was chief treasurer and adviser to Sultan Mahmud II in the early 19th century. Until the creation of the state of Israel, most of Iraq's 135,000 Jews expressed little or no interest in Zionism - much less in leaving their homes for an ethnically exclusive state based on Jewish identity. During the 1948 uprising of Al-Wathba, or the Leap, against the government's signing of the Portsmouth Treaty, which effectively made Iraq a British protectorate, Baghdad's Jews marched with their Muslim and Christian neighbours. The uprising overthrew the prime minister, Salih Jabr, and forced the crown prince, Abd al-Ilah, to disavow the treaty in public. The crackdown was deadly. Jewish-owned cinemas closed their doors, liquor stores stopped serving, and, as Orit Bashkin wrote in a 2016 essay, even 'the lights in al-Rashid Street, Baghdad's main thoroughfare, were turned off for seven nights as a gesture of grief and bereavement.'
In Three Worlds: Memoirs of An Arab Jew, the Iraqi-Jewish historian Avi Shlaim remembers the Baghdad of his childhood as 'a multi-ethnic metropolitan city, home to different minorities, littered with mosques, churches and synagogues'.* 'We had friendly relations with our Muslim and Christian neighbours,' he writes, 'unencumbered by religious differences.' Shlaim's family lived in an old quarter near Tahrir Square, the site of the Freedom Monument, a series of fourteen bronze reliefs mounted on a travertine-clad 'banner', designed by Jawad Saleem and completed in 1961. Read from right to left like a line of Arabic poetry, the images narrate the story of the 1958 revolution that overthrew the pro-British monarchy. It was in Tahrir Square in 2019 that thousands of Iraqis called for a free Iraq and were greeted by bullets and skull-piercing smoke grenades.
On an afternoon in June, a convoy of jubilant members of the Popular Mobilisation Forces cruised past Tahrir, triumphant music blaring, waving their guns in the air in celebration of the tenth anniversary of the Shia organisation. The PMF was set up in 2014 after Islamic State militants overran swathes of Iraqi territory, a lethal state failure for which thousands of displaced Iraqis continue to pay a heavy price. Women clad in black abayas, ferried in on buses from all around Baghdad, sat in their seats and clapped. I thought about how things had changed since Shlaim's childhood. 'Most of the houses in Bataween [south of the square] were private villas surrounded by gardens and orchards,' Shlaim writes. As I walked the backstreets of this once affluent area, with its residents of all denominations, I saw a dead homeless man lying in the shade of a makeshift tent as policemen swarmed around his body.
Sha'ul Hakham Sasson used to live not far away. He was the son of Sasson Khdouri, a former chief rabbi of Baghdad. Until his death in 1971, Khdouri tried to shield his dying community from the reverberations of the conflict in Palestine. Unwilling to abandon his ageing father, Sha'ul stayed with him in their ancestral home long after most of the country's Jews had gone - they fled in 1951, in an exodus sparked by the anger of their Arab neighbours over the loss of Palestine and the clandestine activities of the Zionist underground.
Shortly after the Baathist coup of 1968, Sha'ul was arrested and taken to the Qasr al-Nihaya, an internment facility in western Baghdad known as the Palace of the End, where he was tortured and nearly died. In his memoir, In the Hell of Saddam Hussein: 365 Days in the Palace of the End, published in Arabic in 1999, Sha'ul evokes the shrinking world of those who remained in Iraq under the suspicious eye of the state. 'I couldn't take it anymore,' he writes, 'and started to fling my body against the door, knowing I would be punished for it. But I wanted to put an end to it, even if they executed me.' Sha'ul was eventually released, and the palace was shut down after a failed coup by Nadhim Gzar, head of the General Security directorate, in 1973. But one by one Baghdad's remaining Jews uprooted themselves. Among them was the poet Mir Basri, who, after Khdouri's death, had assumed the role of community leader. He moved first to Amsterdam and then the UK, where he wrote a poem asking to be reunited in the afterlife with his homeland, 'in the shadow of palm dates/where dreams of youth will overflow the eyelids'. He died in 2006, condemned, like so many Iraqis, to spend much of his life in exile.
I went to a screening of short films organised by the French and German consulates and held at the Abbasid palace. It has a marvellous arched gate facing the Tigris, leading to vaulted muqarnas corridors which open onto a courtyard with a fountain in the centre. Security men hovered on the rooftop. The German ambassador, Christiane Hohmann, talked vaguely about 'hope'. The first film was Mohammed al-Ghadhban's Earth Is Weeping, Its Water are Tears (2022), a cliched expression of Iraqi trauma, aimed, it seemed, at Europeans. The camera follows the protagonist's face as he roams through the ruins. Many of the Iraqis in the audience left before the fifteen-minute film was over. They are well versed in pain projected on the screen, and they have had enough of it.
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