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That Shape Am I
Patricia Lockwood

4970 wordsTell me  your mystic and I will tell you who you are. The Little Flower, she of the astonishing self-love? Hildegard of Bingen, glowing like rock crystal, or Simone Weil, picking herself like a scab? Teresa of Avila, a chilly forehead and a warm thigh, or St Simeon, being written by the tip of his stylus? You may prefer Marguerite Porete, burning alive with her book, or the rich black intersection of St John of the Cross or the pyroclastic whisper of Anonymous, Unknown Author. Or something a little closer to home - Jeannie, for instance, the family friend whom my father (a Catholic priest in full cassock) calls simply a Eucharistic mystic, so guilelessly, and with such evident trust, that he does not even realise it rhymes.
I picked up Simon Critchley's On Mysticism because I wanted to read it. A survey of historical mystics, examined through the lenses of writers such as Anne Carson and Annie Dillard and T.S. Eliot? Sketches of Dionysius, Bernard of Clairvaux, Christina of Markyate, Christina the Astonishing, Hadewijch of Antwerp, Mechthild of Magdeburg, Angela of Foligno, Marguerite Porete, Meister Eckhart, Henry Suso, Richard Rolle, Julian of Norwich, Margery Kempe, Teresa of Avila, Marie of the Incarnation and Madame Guyon - what could overlap more completely with my interests? Also, Critchley has written more than twenty books on subjects as various as suicide and David Bowie; this must mean something. But when I began to read, I knew I was in danger, for this was Philosophy.
No, I was not the right reader, then, for I am more certain of the parameters of mysticism than philosophy, at least as it is practised by those who are alive. Its hallmarks seem to be: 1) incontinent metaphors - rats under the floorboards of being, God as both our tailor and our benevolent banker; 2) paragraphs made up of words that are all the same length, inducing a kind of highway hypnosis; 3) a general feeling that Alain de Botton is somewhere, wearing a Dan Flashes shirt. Everything is like a riddle that an enormous snail poses before allowing you to cross a bridge. On one page, the appearance of rigour, on the next, statements like this: 'It is impossible to be an atheist when listening to the music that one loves.' Or: 'To write is to try to set yourself on fire.' Part of this is my own essential biliousness - the things other people consider fun, I experience as a threat to life. 'The pact that I would like to make with the reader of this book is to see if we can transform our misery, woe and doubt with a wealth of words and sounds that might permit us to push back against the violent pressure of reality and allow a richness of life and a possible transfiguration of self and world.' I will never make that pact. Still, as the inquiry wore on I began to experience a hysterical sympathy: there was such a rhythm of anxious restatement, so much of Critchley telling you what he was about to do and then not doing it, such endless throat-clearing and adjectival gooeyness and such a tendency for his mind to explode whenever he encountered a juxtaposition like 'the ravishing far-near'.
It seems that it's a philosopher's job to say every word three times, its opposite twice and then the original word again, italicised. This is all down to Meister Eckhart. The German theologian's project of negation has held an irresistible allure for him, Critchley explains, ever since he was mock-excommunicated as a second-year undergraduate during a discussion of Eckhart's sermons. There, 'sitting across from me and addressing me angrily in a loud voice, Father Michael Butler, chaplain of the university - and a lovely man - slowly read the words of the Bull in Latin ... This is the kind of experience that stays with you, especially when you're not even a proper Catholic.' After such an experience you must turn to more serious questions. In Eckhart's own words:
A man had a dream, a daydream: it seemed to him that he was big with nothingness as a woman with a child. In this nothingness God was born. He was the fruit of nothingness. God was born in nothingness. This is why he says: 'He rose from the ground and with open eyes he saw nothing. He saw God where all creatures are nothing. He saw all creatures as a nothingness, for God has all creatures in himself. He is a being that has in itself all being.'

Or, as a friend recently asked of her fat cat with no mind: 'Is it possible for Nothing to be surrounded by Everything?'
You can see what Critchley is doing, or trying to do: attempting to speak the lingua franca, the language of his subjects. If mystics can do so much with repetition and the word and, then why can't we? William James speaks of that 'vertigo of self-contradiction which is so dear to mysticism'. Some people can do cartwheels and other people have to do that thing where they put down their hands and then kind of hop off the ground. This feels more like the latter. When reading the accounts of the mystics, we are in their ands and their contradictions and yes, their negations, but we are also in their bodies. They begin, Last night I saw ... and we are there, in their privations, crawling with the lice that they loved. We see them in brown cloth, with ropes tied at the waist, pricked by the little points of crystals; we know what is in their stomachs, and how moist everything is, and at what point past midnight their limbs begin to fall away. They deal in abstraction, yes, nullification, yes, but they are also nailed to the clock. The scene on stage where Critchley is being excommunicated is one of the few physical entry points the book provides. He seems embarrassed to show himself - more on this later - but not to say things like 'a listening which is a lusting'. I believe that his language, even as it stands, is his longing. But this longing is not just entered through the mind.
'No, God is to be erotically enjoyed,' Critchley writes. Now, this sentiment has lent an animating spirit to several worthwhile works quite beyond the Song of Songs: Robert Gluck's Margery Kempe and Ron Hansen's lavish and subtractive Mariette in Ecstasy and Anthony Oliveira's recent Dayspring. You also just cannot say things like that at the breakfast table. 'Christ is a sensuous being with a sensuous mother and a super-sensuous father.' I understand that sometimes people write stuff like this accidentally. 'In effing the ineffable, language fails, has to fail, should fail, and should go on failing, loquaciously failing.' That, however, was on purpose. Say it with Julian of Norwich:
After this I felt as if the upper part of my body were beginning to die. My hands dropped down on either side of me, and I also felt so weak that my head lolled to one side. The greatest pain that I felt was my shortness of breath and the ebbing of my life. And then I truly believed that I was at the point of death.

Phrases such as 'creaturely life-practices' fall in the category of the venial, but flourishes like 'We do not coincide with ourselves. Only psychopaths coincide with themselves' are mortal. 'The self becomes entrapped and entangled in the centripetal movement of its own turbulence. This is what it means to be in hell.' I propose another definition.
The book is necessarily in conversation with both Evelyn Underhill (a somewhat forgotten figure, as Critchley says, whose 1911 opus was also called Mysticism) and James's The Varieties of Religious Experience. Critchley claims to fall more on the Underhill side, though he disclaims that 'I am fond - indeed, very fond - of William James.' Who isn't? 'As James says in the preface, in words that should be imprinted on the soul or tattooed on the arm of everyone who attempts to think theoretically: "A large acquaintance with particulars makes us wiser than the possession of abstract formulas, however deep."' Step into my cell, Simon. I will give you that tattoo.
Actually, I am passionately in love with James. I would contemplate his figure on the wall for all time, and desire to remove suffering from him. To read The Varieties of Religious Experience is to believe not only that God might exist but that men might be good - and more, that they may be taken at their word. He simply (it is so radical) presents us with their paragraphs. It is in every way the opposite of those pretensions we gather to ourselves as protection against irony. It is not in wordplay, in hazelnuts and hazelnots, though theology has tangled itself so much in those things. The wound of experience is presented, open; it does not need to be probed, it is believed.
James never disappears into the Latin ether, but speaks to us from the world of fresh groceries: words such as spark and pert and racy. If we trust him for his pragmatism, we love him for his verve. In James there is a sense of many doors opening on dimensions; he goes between them with his lively and solemn gift, his curiosity. And what I think of as his characteristic nouns: lustre and reality. The corrugated rays coming off the first, and the second almost seeming to have human eyes. Can you imagine sitting in the audience at one of the Gifford Lectures? A string of white agates around your neck, perhaps (like the ones that Luther, pig-of-the-world, claimed he would eat if only God would bring about the Day of Judgment tomorrow). Edinburgh, 1901, three hundred silent auditors, and you're telling me no one in those seats had the second sight? That no one's soul left their body listening to him, that his figure did not suddenly stand in stark relief against the stage, begin to stream? It is also true that nothing we say about James will ever be as good as the picture of him dressed as a cowboy in Brazil, which is graciously reproduced in Critchley's book. That is the vision itself, the vision that Sister Patricia could contemplate for all time.
Fragments risk standing in poor relation to their wholes. We're up against monuments here, not just of mysticism but its interpreters and translators. We're stacking ourselves against The Cloud of Unknowing and The Interior Castle and even the Jesus prayer. Oh, he's not as fine a lecturer as William James? Go cry about it, you big baby. Still, one wishes for both less and more. Anne Carson, whose essay 'Decreation' centres on Marguerite Porete, Simone Weil and Sappho, is picked up and then dropped almost violently, like the hot potato that she is. (As a child, Carson tried to eat The Lives of the Saints.) Annie Dillard, breathing pure nitrous instead of air, is given a little more room, for she pertains more to Critchley's mystic, having given the plane-crash protagonist of her book Holy the Firm the name Julie Norwich. T.S. Eliot is shoehorned in later on, because of Four Quartets and all shall be well, but despite being a beige fox in the desert of acedia, he is hardly incorporated at all; he sits like a whiskery six among sevens. At one point Critchley seems ready to embark on a promising excursus about Krautrock - and I was ready for it! Krautrock was a mortification, an atonement for one nation's sins! Krautrocksampler IS a great book! I was ready - but then he scampers away from us like Jesus towards the temple, to preach.
Critchley's definition and valuation of mysticism differs from James's: 'The only test or warrant for the authenticity and authority of a particular mystic's account is whether that transformation was transformative for others.' Of its authority perhaps - and not to wade in full cosplay into the Empiricism Wars - but surely whether other people believe it cannot be the true measure of an account's authenticity? 'The purpose of such rhetoric is to persuade an audience. These are literary forms of exhortation and persuasion.' I don't quite see that either. Critchley himself is working in the tradition of text as performance. Not everyone does: many of these accounts were written at the urging, even the order, of spiritual mentors. Teresa (who tried to hide her humiliating levitations, rather than revelling in their display) wrote under the direction of her confessor. Little Flower's manuscript, as her sister Celine attested, was written at the behest of Mother Agnes: 'She had no ulterior motive when she began ... She wrote simply through obedience, trying above all to relate incidents specific to each member of the family in order to please all through the account of the memories of her youth.'
They are persuasions to Critchley because he is persuaded. I think I am temperamentally a mystic, he says. He believes Wordsworth and Blake and George Fox and Philip K. Dick. But he excludes from the dimension of greater meaning the ascetic practices of the modern day. We engage in them, certainly: 'hot yoga, ceaseless meditation, extreme fasting, various forms of detox, excessive exercise and compulsive devotion to routine, which was particularly acute during the Covid-19 pandemic'. Even though some of us are doing these things constantly, they can have no involvement with our spirit. When faced with the 'wildly self-destructive antics of female medieval mystics', 'we find such behaviour and its metaphysical demands too rigorous and weighty for our softer secular souls. For us, the purgation of sin has become a juice detox and flagellation has become our relation to a bad selfie posted on social media.' I'm not certain this last clause even makes sense. 'Body holism is a new ideological discourse, which is refuted every time we get sick or sit in the dentist's chair, or, even better (or actually worse), are plagued by hypochondriac symptoms, conversion disorders of the type that have become remarkably widespread: a pandemic of genuinely felt illusion.' I need a citation like St Anthony needed beast repellent. Who can read such a sweeping diagnosis and not feel immediate distrust? Is this anything more than a romantic swoon towards the past, while fallaciously rejecting the living present? This idea that nothing real can happen to a person who is on Instagram: nonsense! If it has not happened yet, one day it will.
I prayed to James for the strength not to mention Critchley's neck scarf. 'The wisest of critics is an altering being, subject to the better insight of the morrow,' he told me. Perhaps I am just reacting to personality, which on the page goes by the name of style. Critchley's project, after all, is not my project, and this is the fact that offends; what God loves in us, our one-in-the-worldness, is often the thing we cannot abide in one another. Take the Little Flower in her glorious Story of a Soul: 'There is in the Community a Sister who has the faculty of displeasing me in everything, in her ways, her words, her character, everything seems very disagreeable to me.' Comforting, somehow: to exist at all is to be someone's bitch-eating-crackers.
Frequently, when I was at recreation (I mean during the work periods) and had occasion to work with this Sister, I used to run away like a deserter whenever my struggles became too violent. As she was absolutely unaware of my feelings for her, never did she suspect the motives for my conduct and she remained convinced that her character was very pleasing to me. One day at recreation she asked in almost these words: 'Would you tell me, Sister Therese of the Child Jesus, what attracts you so much towards me; every time you look at me, I see you smile?' Ah! what attracted me was Jesus hidden in the depths of her soul; Jesus who makes sweet what is most bitter. I answered that I was smiling because I was happy to see her (it is understood that I did not add that this was from a spiritual standpoint).

I die at this parenthesis every time. Swelled huge in her infinite littleness, brat sexuality for Jesus. In this, of course, she was the dear little mirror of her Child, who in his more human moments was a bit of a brat himself.
It was due  to the Little Flower that I quite seriously considered joining the Carmelites in my teens. Hence I do want to see a nun on the ground, and to read the firsthand accounts of God's various worm-wives, and we are here for condensation, comprehension and anecdote, all readily available in one place. Critchley's reading is deep and the project does have its aesthetic attractions. There are some very nice pictures of illuminated carrot men and peasants with white napkins on their heads and an image of St Antony in a bubble with the Holy Spirit pointing the shocker at him. He taught me the term 'soteriology'. His taste is highly developed and he is very good, at times, on his personal mystic. He returns again and again to Dame Jelyan of Norwich, 'thirty winters old', and her behovely shewings. 'Revelations shown to someone who could not read 1373 AD': is there a more beautiful line in literature? Her 'Short Text' of Revelations of Divine Love is only 33 pages, though she elaborated on her experience later in the 'Long Text'. We know, though we know so little about her otherwise, that she once met Margery Kempe. We know the probable size of her anchor-hold. We know she is often pictured with a cat because 'The Ancrene Wisse advises that an anchoress may have a cat but not a cow.' We know that in her swoon unto death she wished ardently to relive the Passion and for bodily sickness and for three wounds: of true contrition, kind compassion and purposeful longing for God. Her blessed declensions: I may, I can, I will and I shall; and you shall see for yourself. The corner we occupy in devotion is small, very small. 'It seemed to me that this little thing that is made might have disintegrated into nothing because of its smallness.' But the hazelnut that Julian of Norwich saw 'lasts, and always will, because God loves it'.
I wonder how often these things involve nuts. One of my first memories is of an experience that I would call mystical. Rolling an acorn downhill, the leap of tree above it, and knowing I had somehow grown it, that I had been present at the beginning of its time and its fulfilment. It was the span of my life. I saw the hole in the snow the acorn made, where I had not previously been. There was a practical explanation, I think. During the move to a new rectory, my pinkie finger had been slammed in a door and split to the bone, and the anaesthesia I was given had set off an odd chain reaction; I have vivid memories of full-body hives and standing at the open refrigerator unable to breathe. If that is what first triggered it, it stayed with me. Light seemed to reveal things it did not reveal to other people. At times there was a near uncomfortable voluptuousness in objects, a plumpness almost of envelopes which I associated with the 'fullness in heaven'. I was subject to intense deja vu, jamais vu, deja reve; hilltop ecstasies and discordances. All of these states chime against the mystical one. If you have seen fortification spectra sparkling just as they did in Hildegard of Bingen's day, it is hard not to assign them part of the profound tradition.
Certainly this must be the most ridiculous appeal to authority that has ever appeared in these pages. Do you only write about these things if you have seen, in pure euphoria, cloves being driven into the apple of the Lord? For one who has experienced fortification spectra and rainbow auras, and seen souls rising from people's heads, and fixed words begin to stream meaning, the uneasy question is this: what if it is merely neurological? What to make of the mystic loose from any system of thought or framework, who nevertheless has a seizure every time she passes through the same doorway? How easily it may be triggered, or even inherited. I cannot even look at a bevel, my mother has told me hauntedly. Lewis Carroll saw a pack of playing cards, but he might have seen the Supreme Face. What happens when the phenomenon has a name, an explanation? If the state can be entered through the physical: through repetition, the fondling of beads, looking at a bevel, what does that say for the revelations received there? What does that mean for the meaning?
Our gaucho has us here, never fear. Who else would it happen to? James asks, eminently reasonable. This is why we have insane people in the first place, and people who don't eat, and who drink too much, and talk to cats and live in caves. To strange eyes is revealed the strange sight. It is so moving, and somehow seems, by washing, to remove the stigma from the sufferer's hands. It is the opposite of statements like, 'Only psychopaths coincide with themselves.' 'St Teresa might have had the nervous system of the placidest cow,' James writes,
and it would not now save her theology, if the trial of the theology by these other tests should show it to be contemptible. And conversely if her theology can stand these other tests, it will make no difference how hysterical or nervously off her balance St Teresa may have been when she was with us here below.

This is an almost unbelievably wide view. How is it possible for James to hold it? And yet it also happens to more people than we might guess. Again, his radical endeavour was to ask and to have sympathy, for he himself had experienced the morbid state:
Simultaneously there arose in my mind the image of an epileptic patient whom I had seen in the asylum, a black-haired youth with greenish skin, entirely idiotic, who used to sit all day on one of the benches, or rather shelves against the wall, with his knees drawn up against his chin, and the coarse grey undershirt, which was his only garment, drawn over them inclosing his entire figure. He sat there like a sort of sculptured Egyptian cat or Peruvian mummy, moving nothing but his black eyes and looking absolutely non-human. This image and my fear entered into a species of combination with each other. That shape am I, I felt, potentially. Nothing that I possess can defend me against that fate, if the hour for it should strike for me as it struck for him ... It was like a revelation; and although the immediate feelings passed away, the experience has made me sympathetic with the morbid feelings of others ever since. It gradually faded, but for months I was unable to go out into the dark alone.

That shape am I. There is a great deal of sameness, even monotony, to these accounts, as James says. Bare prison cells on the one hand, the munching of white agates and the sinking to black depths; on the other, ecstasies between raindrops, swellings of the human string section, pencils of sweet light and God awaking you so that you may enjoy him. The same words recur: ravishing, sweetness, abundance, delight. They sit in the ribcage of literature like flaming hearts. In these people we consider the specific and the universal; we plumb human capacity, travelling outwards and outwards, breaking to be as big as what it must hold. The nothing and the all! No hands, we're doing it!
Critchley confesses  his own conversion experience in a paragraph and a half towards the end of the book. He writes of visiting Canterbury Cathedral and 'standing in the nave ... looking east towards the quire and feeling somehow both filled and voided at once by an ecstatic vibrancy which had a kind of enveloping warmth and sweetness which was not simply physical'. He seems rather embarrassed to tell of it further, but we want to know. We do not want him to be ashamed. It is particularity, after all, which allows us to imagine ourselves into the mystics. No, the real thing isn't in language, but it is more illuminating to see the hem of Julian of Norwich's spelling - alle thynge - than a thousand paragraphs seemingly composed of the words God and self. Jeannie, the Eucharistic mystic in the long drab skirt, once produced for me a cherry stem she had tied into a knot with her tongue. I touched that knot, still warm. I considered it. Who taught her, on what hilltop, in what night? The Lord.
Julian is his mystic, so read her:
Then a member of a religious order came to me and asked me how I was getting on. And I said that I had been raving that day, and he laughed loudly and heartily. And I said: 'The cross that stood at the foot of my bed - it was bleeding hard.' And at these words the person to whom I was speaking was amazed and became very serious. And at once I felt very ashamed at my carelessness and I thought: 'This man takes seriously the least word that I say, and says nothing in reply.' And when I saw that he took it so seriously and so very reverently, I became very greatly ashamed, and wanted to have been confessed; but I could not tell any priest about it, because I thought: 'How could a priest believe me? I did not believe our Lord God.' I believed this truly during the time that I was seeing him, and it was then my will and my intention to do so forever, without end, but like a fool I let it pass from my mind. Look what a wretch I was! This was a great sin and great ingratitude that I - through stupidity, because of feeling a little bodily pain - so foolishly lost for the time being the comfort of all this blessed revelation of our Lord God.

We wish to take it seriously, and reverently. We wish to believe the least word he says. But Julian's carelessness was with the priceless carat of her experience; she fumbled and almost dropped it, until she heard the serious silence with which another met its glow. The cross was bleeding hard, she said, and if we have learned one thing from these accounts, it is that crosses will bleed, statues will weep, and above all the firmament must stream. But doubt is the dimension of the religious experience that brings it into reality, gives it that voluptuousness which corresponds with our flesh. In the state that defines them the mystics are stripped bare, breastless, all orifice, the dust stirred so full of longing that it leaps, and that thing mid-air is the soul. We do want to see that nakedness. We want to enter and leave another little body, to show us how to be in and leave our own. Critchley exists in the tradition of the mystics when he says that he did not believe his own revelation: that he could do it, maybe, now, right now.
Or I could speak of the strange flaring I once saw while looking at a history book - the word America suddenly opening out like a trumpet or a throat, the most beautiful name of the most beautiful flower. Afterwards I always sought for this to recur, looking long and steadily at that 'e'. It never did, and I cannot imagine that it now will again. 'That deepened sense of the significance of a maxim or formula which occasionally sweeps over one,' writes James, who declares himself shut out from mystical enjoyment almost entirely. That almost opens out. Don't quite take him at his word.
Critchley sees such a flaring of the word now, which for that moment in the nave contains the whole question of his being. Benjamin Paul Blood: 'The real secret would be the formula by which the "now" keeps exfoliating out of itself, yet never escapes. What is it, indeed, that keeps existence exfoliating?' Possibly these states do have the most reality, for they continue to happen in history. They take place in the ongoing present which is said to be God's time. The white mouse and the black mouse continue to gnaw the branch to which Tolstoy clings. You can enter Julian's swoon unto death any time you open to that page. The normal passage of events does something: deliquesces. Thirst goes on in its own dimension: once the throat is opened, it cannot be slaked.
Writing may be ridiculed, quibbled with, even dismissed. But the real search cannot be. Far more embarrassing to have written a book, any book, than to confess to a vision of angels in Canterbury Cathedral. A man stands in the nave: now might be the moment, for 'God is in one person quite as much as another.' 'Yet how believe as the common people believe,' James asks, 'steeped as they are in grossest superstition? It is impossible - but yet their life! Their life! It is normal. It is happy! It is an answer to the question!'
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What Can Be Called Treason
  Neal Ascherson wonders, as did Charles de Gaulle, why Marshal Petain did not cross the Mediterranean in November 1942 to resume the war against Germany with the British and the Americans (LRB, 26 December 2024). One significant reason was the British attack on the French fleet at Mers-el-Kebir in July 1940. On that occasion, the French showed  reluctance to scuttle their ships as quickly as they would at Toulon and Churchill ordered the attack as a last resort to prevent the Germans from acquiring them.
  This left much of France with the opinion that Britain, already unpopular for holding back aircraft during the French defeat, was no better than Germany. We may assume Petain felt the same way,  given that he broke off diplomatic relations with the UK five days later. With events moving so quickly at the end of 1942 and the start of the full German occupation of France, it seems unlikely  there was time to heal such a serious breach even if Petain had been willing to line up with Britain in North Africa.


Matthew Barr

				Queen's University, Belfast
			

  Neal Ascherson notes that Marcel Ophuls's The Sorrow and the Pity, a myth-busting documentary about the Occupation released in 1969, was 'banned by shocked broadcasting authorities'. In  fact, the ORTF - the national agency responsible for providing French broadcasting services at the time - had no involvement in its production and simply refused to buy rights to the film, which  was co-financed by (and subsequently shown on) German and Swiss television. Simone Veil, then an ORTF board member, later recalled that one of the factors in the decision not to buy the film was  that the price Ophuls was demanding was too high.
  That said, political considerations were clearly uppermost. As Ophuls tells it, the ORTF's director-general went to ask de Gaulle what he should do about the film, given the 'unpalatable truths' it  laid bare. De Gaulle reportedly replied: 'France does not need truths; France needs hope' ('La France n'a pas besoin de verites; la France a besoin d'espoir'). The ORTF president, Arthur Conte,  later echoed de Gaulle's verdict, declaring that 'the film destroys the myths the French still need.' In 1971, when it was finally given a certificate for cinematic release, The Sorrow and the  Pity opened at a small cinema in Paris's Latin Quarter, and was then distributed more widely. It remained unseen on French television until 1981.


Neil Foxlee

				Lancaster
			

  Neal Ascherson mentions in passing that Leon Blum was 'the socialist who led the Popular Front government with the Communists in 1936'. The Communists supported the Popular Front government but  were not part of it; there were no PCF ministers. The first time there were PCF ministers in national government in France was in 1944, reflecting the important role Communists had played in the  Resistance.


Nick Hewlett

				Oxford
			


Use Your Theodolite
  As one of the original excavators of the Strichen stone circle I was pleased to see so much prominence given to it by Rosemary Hill (LRB, 26 December  2024). Strichen's story is even more interesting than her brief account was able to reveal. These stone circles - peculiar to North-East Scotland - all feature a large 'recumbent' stone with  two adjacent 'flankers' as part of a circle of stones diminishing in height as they move away from this focal point. The 'recumbent' stone (sometimes weighing as much as fifty tons) was always  carefully positioned by its builders, using chockstones to create a horizontal upper surface. The hypothesis of the archaeologist Aubrey Burl was that the recumbent and flankers framed the southern  horizon at the point where the Moon in its eighteen-year cycle described its lowest arc before starting to rise again. Burl's interest in Strichen was that its recumbent/flanker assemblage was to  the north of its circle, not the south, apparently invalidating the lunar hypothesis. If the whole monument had been tampered with then the hypothesis might have stood. However a postcard  photograph from the 1920s shows the recumbent and flankers very precisely positioned, with chockstones - an unlikely detail for 18th-century landscapers seeking a 'Druids' Temple' scene to concern  themselves with.
  The first season of excavation revealed that the existing circular bank to the south of the recumbent/flanker comprised imported soil with a lot of 18th-century debris. This was consistent with  late 18th-century estate accounts recording payments to labourers for 'hurling dung' up to 'the Druids' Temple'. Remains of the prehistoric circular bank were discovered to the north of the  recumbent, the two circles touching at that point. It wasn't the stones that had been moved, but the circle! The recumbent/flankers had remained in situ until the final clearance of the circle in  the late 1960s, so were only moved once. Burl was happy to have resolved the anomaly in his hypothesis and passed the direction of the excavation and reconstruction on to Philip Abramson and  myself, assisted by local volunteers and an annual cohort of Americans under the auspices of Earthwatch.
  In the following seasons we revealed further lunar associations. Both the prehistoric bank (in which the stones were set) and the stones themselves (the size and weight of which were roughly  revealed by their sockets) waned and then waxed as one moved (monthly?) round the circle. Imported quartz had been freshly broken on one particular earthbound boulder (a hard stone known locally as  'a blue bastard'), and then scattered, not all around the bank, but in a distinct crescent shape opposite the recumbent/flankers. The topsoil in the bank had been stripped in antiquity down to the  yellowish subsoil. A yellow disc bordered by a bright white crescent would thus have been contained within the bank and stones. It was breathtaking to see, from within the restored circle, that the  silhouette of the upper surface of the recumbent stone paralleled the profile of the horizon behind it, below which, on its decreasing arc, the Moon periodically threatened to disappear.
  Dr Johnson's judgment that these monuments possessed neither 'art nor power' rested on a then pardonable ignorance, but perhaps also on a presumption of crudity, given their isolation and  remoteness. Knowing what we do now about the care and precision devoted to their construction, it is less outrageous than it once would have been to suggest that the culture that produced them  contributed a token stone to another complex megalithic monument, several hundred miles to the south.


Iain Hampsher-Monk

				University of Exeter
			


The truth is out there
  Edmund Gordon writes about UFOs (LRB, 26 December 2024). Belief in flying saucers doesn't normally have much consequence. But on at least one occasion it  has had. In March 1979 Eric Gairy, the autocratic prime minister of Grenada, left the island to address the United Nations, not for the first time, on the UFO phenomenon and to plead further  investigations. He also left instructions that while he was out of the country leading figures opposed to his rule should be imprisoned and possibly murdered. In response, these leaders staged an  insurrection which was supported by the vast majority of the country, who happily chanted the slogan: 'Freedom Come, Gairy Go, Gairy gone with UFO.' Four and a half years of revolution followed led  by the New Jewel Movement, ending only with the US invasion of October 1983.


Paul Sutton

				Bearsden, East Dunbartonshire
			


Barcelona's Independence
  Richard J. Williams seems to imply that Pasqual Maragall had a pro-independence agenda when he was the mayor of Barcelona in the 1990s (LRB, 5 December  2024). In fact that is the opposite of what Maragall stood for back then. CiU, the nationalist party in control of Catalonia's regional government, would routinely depict Maragall and his  socialist party as traitors who were seeking to dilute Catalan national identity. 'Every park bench, every reconstituted square, almost every paving slab seemed to be an argument for independence,'  Williams writes, but in 1996 local newspapers were full of the 'battle' between Maragall and the nationalists over the city's flag. The design favoured by the mayor did not include a complete  Catalan flag, and this was viewed as a mutilation of the city's identity.
  Maragall, who has been afflicted with Alzheimer's for the past fifteen years, never spoke in favour of Catalan statehood. He did become more sympathetic to Catalan nationalism when he became  president of Catalonia in 2003, but always within the framework of the Spanish state. In general, Catalan nationalism was never an urban phenomenon. Williams writes that in Scotland 'the SNP's  power base has traditionally been rural,' and the same could be said of the CiU. Barcelona has only had one nationalist mayor since democracy was reinstated in the 1970s. This is viewed by many as  one of the fatal flaws in the pro-independence drive that led to the botched referendum vote in 2017. Barcelona is the capital of Catalonia, but its politics are rarely in sync with the rest of the  country.


Victor Lloret Blackburn

				Barcelona
			


A Tonne of Type
  The late Peter Campbell's mention of the New Zealand Commercial Grower recalls the New Zealand Chinese Growers Monthly Journal, which covered issues of the day for New Zealand's  Chinese market gardeners (LRB, 26 December 2024). In the 1960s these growers were responsible for about 80 per cent of the country's greenleaf vegetable  crop. The monthly was published using a metric tonne of lead type, shipped at great expense from Hong Kong in 1952. A perennial money loser, it ceased publication in 1972. The tonne of type was  rediscovered in a farm shed in Pukekohe in 2007, and is today housed with the Wai-te-ata Press at the Victoria University of Wellington.


Gilbert Wong

				Auckland
			


Ponderous Periphrases
  Michael Wood writes about Raymond N. MacKenzie's translation of Gustave Flaubert's Sentimental Education (LRB, 5 December 2024). I was surprised  by some of MacKenzie's choices, as illustrated in the passages Wood cites. Simple sentences are transformed into ponderous periphrases. In the passage 'Beaucoup chantaient. On etait gai. Il se  versait des petits verres,' for instance, 'On etait gai' is rendered 'The good cheer was contagious.' Flaubert could have written that type of sentence in the original, something like 'La bonne  humeur etait communicative.' But he didn't. Flaubert was a stylist, very attentive to the music of his sentences. 'A good prose sentence must be like a good verse, unchanging, just as rhythmic,  just as resonant,' he wrote to Louise Colet. In writing 'Beaucoup chantaient. On etait gai. Il se versait des petits verres,' he chose a classic form of prosody: two tetrasyllables (what's more,  rhymed) followed by an octosyllable, a progression which, for the French reader, is very satisfying. It is a pity that none of the translators quoted in the review made an attempt at recreating in  English a similarly restrained and metrical equivalent.


Jean-Jacques Portail

				Melbourne
			


Official Poets
  Musab Younis calls Aime Cesaire 'the only significant modernist figure to have a long and successful career as an elected official' (LRB, 5 December  2024). His fellow advocate of negritude, Leopold Sedar Senghor, may not be at Cesaire's level as a poet, but can't be ignored, and spent twenty years as president of Senegal.


Barry Schwabsky

				Brooklyn, New York
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A Brief Guide to Trump and the Spectacle
T.J. Clark

3649 words'Television Was a Baby Crawling towards That Deathchamber.' These words are by Allen Ginsberg, writing in 1961, the title of a poem anathematising America. 'It is here, the long Awaited bleap-blast light that Speaks one red tongue like Politician.' The most chilling word in Ginsberg's title strikes me as 'That'. It knows we know what it refers to. But maybe, ultimately, even the 'That' offers a glimmer of hope - doesn't it put us still outside the killing machine? And the worst horror of the present moment (worst for its observers, I mean, not for its victims) comes from the suspicion that any such outside has disappeared - 'disappeared' being the TV deathchamber's word of choice.
It's not news that Trump is a creature of the society of the spectacle. Creature and master, emanation and accelerant. He is the image. The mugshot. He's the picture of himself on Fox he sits watching for hours each day - rightly understanding that doing so is doing politics, politics as our society now practises it. Governing? We leave that to our servants. (What a lovely bygone sound there is to Michel Foucault's term of art 'governmentality'. Only ascendant powers think the state is for governing. Leaders of empires in decline look across at Xi Jinping and wonder if he can be serious about infrastructure and censorship and party discipline and the size of the army. Wasn't that yesterday?)
Define the society of the spectacle. Oh, come on - you know what it is. What do you want, a Helen Levitt street scene opposite a drone shot of children looking at their iPhones? The question is not what the spectacle consists of - the spectacle goes on making a spectacle of its least change of apparatus, the least descent down its ladder of conformity - but what in the long term it does, above all to the other term in the portmanteau. 'Society' - what's that?
Part of Trump's genius is that he knows, against much of the tide of the time, that an apocalyptic answer to the question just posed is wrong. The pedestrians on their iPhones may look like isolate, properly subservient individuals, carrying their commodity world with them, locked into TikTok immediacy. But they aren't there yet. The spectacle is always hybrid, partly embroiled in the past - society lives on in it, feeding it lines, interfering with its vacuum pack. Look at the faces of the iPhone conversationalists, look at their hands, their arms. Fragments of face-to-faceness live on in them - indelibly, redundantly - as they launch their words into virtual space. They still have expressions. And they're not even the set pouts and leers of selfie world. They look like real flowing unconscious embodiments of whatever's being said, of what's being imagined or anticipated as response. The speakers are still round the campfire.
Hence Trump's old-fashionedness: his need for rallies and town halls, his belief in the importance of crowd sizes, his dance to the music (that gift to the comics), his tolerance of 'summits'. Even the hours spent dreaming in front of Fox are nostalgic - he is scenting out the reaction of a virtual audience, sitting there in some ranch house in Grand Rapids or Duluth wondering what 'woke' means and how high you really can get on fentanyl.
It is the time of assassins. Benjie waits in the wood by the 14th green, ghost gun poking through the leaves. He's listening for cart wheels and the man calling 'Caddie, Mr President'. He cries a little. His curls are combed for the Perp Walk. Aim for the ear.
The spectacle knows itself, after a fashion. It likes to nod and wink at its subjects, including those in on the joke. The fact that Trump is absurd is part of his mastery; the fact that he knows he is - knows what his absurdity is for - another.
[image: ]The Guardian (17 July 2018)




Ah, Helsinki in 2018! Only true masters of the medium know how to perform in front of the cameras like this. Signalling power, impatience, suspicion, superciliousness - not so much aimed in the direction of one's fellow leader (that was part of the scandal), more at the spectacle itself. 'We have to do this, but it isn't what we really do.' Spectators need to half believe that something called politics is happening behind the scenes. Summits are a nod to the past. But the Trumpers of 2025 - here's the difference between 2018 and now - are entirely aware that nothing is happening, that the scene is all there is. (The Helsinki summit - how could you have forgotten? - produced zero results on all the 'issues' it was supposed to confront. In particular, it left Putin, Hizbullah and the Quds Force propping up Assad in Syria and agreed to disagree about the invasion of Crimea. Trump used the summit's closing press conference to denounce the FBI. Why hadn't they found Hillary's lost emails?)
7 December 2024: 'Syria is a mess, but is not our friend, and the United States should have nothing to do with it. This is not our fight. Let it play out. Do not get involved!' 16 December 2024: 'One of the sides [in Syria] has been essentially wiped out. Nobody knows who the other side is. But I do. You know who it is? Turkey. Okay? Turkey is the one behind it. He's [Recep Tayyip Erdogan] a very smart guy. They've wanted it for thousands of years, and he got it.'
But I still say, have nothing to do with it. Being 'behind things' is what mid-size, old-time powers are capable of. They covet things and burrow away and do 'unfriendly takeovers'. Our people, on the other hand ...
[image: ]Tayyip Erdogan and Donald Trump at the G20 Summit in Osaka (June 29, 2019)




When writing about Trump, there's a question of distance. He gives every sign of being an odious human being, and he flaunts the odiousness, knowing that it maddens his opponents and electrifies his cult. What he did as president last time, and what he promises to do next, will cause misery for millions of people.
Isn't writing obliged to answer the loathsomeness and cruelty with spleen? But isn't that what Trump-fiction depends on? Go in close, grapple and smear, and one immediately feels Trump-fiction exulting in one's distaste. He rides the late-night laughter. The things they say about me! His Arnold Palmer swells.
Is the answer analysis, then? A cooler tone. Is it possible to treat Trump as a political - a historical - occurrence? A 'formation', as we used to call it.
Supposing we take the whole form of politics and leadership described so far, including its ludicrous deficiencies and so far unanswerable strengths, as a phenomenon, an expression, of an empire in decline. In particular, of an empire whose immense superiority over its rivals in terms of military power, control of (most) dependencies, dictatorship of 'innovation', image of the good life, and sheer mind-boggling wealth, remains unquestioned, but depends now on an economic system that fails to satisfy its own ordinary middle (read, working) class. This for reasons that have been analysed to death. Globalisation, offshoring, the end of manufacturing, techno-feudalism, vast inequality, the necessity (for growth) of a world of un-tax.
Some of the terms are new here, and certainly the scale and specific form of overreach and overrefinement. Financialisation, interlinked derivatives, intricacies of sovereign debt, monopolies of suddenly indispensable raw materials, the road to the sweatshop in Zhengzhou ever more vulnerable. Saudi fist bumps. Crumbling borders (or the claim they are crumbling). 'The only democracy in the Middle East.' But however berserk or bizarre the particulars of decline, it is easier and easier to look through them to the simple bitterness of those who once, so recently, were empire's low-level beneficiaries. Where did my job go (and with it my health plan)? What are my kids on? What the hell is racial sensitivity training? (Wasn't whiteness the keystone of the whole deal?) You read the words in the mouths of the mob at the start of Coriolanus, and it's all familiar, the anger over lost bread and circuses; but you wonder why the Roman saps haven't yet seen who their real oppressors are. They need replacement theory. It's the elites. Antisemitism. The lab in Wuhan. Abortion. Marxists. The Pizza Paedophiles. Hollywood. Muslims. Mexicans. Anthony Fauci. The EPA.
The politics of an empire in decline are invariably a mixture of the cruel and the ludicrous. (Ask the Brits.) Nonetheless, the American case is distinctive, and its special character worth examining, if we're to understand the kind of imperial disintegration that might take place over the next fifty years. We're at the beginning of the end of American hegemony. A preponderance so crushing will resist to the last. The Chinese century will come in along its belts and roads at dreadful slow-motion speed, swallowing up the Nike slum worlds with an indifference for human suffering that will make Nafta and COP29 seem like acts of philanthropy. One power will replace another in a world system whose integument - military infrastructure, apparatus of surveillance and repression, shadow world of non-union factories and plantations, marionette theatres of 'democracy' - will make any previous empire's seem makeshift. Just think what it will take to dismantle the US's hundred plus bases across the continents. Try to imagine the eventual fate of Israel, its 'indispensable nation'. Or decipher the depth of contempt - for one's subjects, for oneself, for the non-reality the spectacle has made - evident in every pixel of the image below. What will leaders like these two do to defeat the enemy?
[image: ]Vladimir Putin and Xi Jinping (30 December 2022)




Trump is an early warning signal. He's a phenomenon of transition, only half adjusted to emerging reality. Of course, he's not such a fool as to believe that he will, or anyone could, Make America Great Again; but his politics has to steer a course between those in his audience who do believe it, or make-believe it, and those, perhaps the majority, who are there for fun. They're as cynical as he is. Or rather, they are serious about spectacle. About the chanting, the hats, the latest insult. They know that's what politics now is. They know what politics is not allowed to interfere with: that is, everything just described about empire.
The point often made about MAGA voters voting to worsen their own condition may be correct (for most if not all of them), but it has no bite when voters are persuaded that the other party has no intention of bettering it. Shallow state, deep economy.
On Trump's style. His mixture of insult, ressentiment and buffoonery is a work of genius. I remember sitting in front of the TV in 2016, watching the Republican debates unfold, and feeling my jaw drop. I'm as cynical about politics as the next man, but this couldn't be happening. This wasn't politics at all ... The country club name-calling. Sleepy This and Little That. The smut about small hands and penis size. And the complete refusal to let one's face - that glowering, hard-done-by Trump mask of contempt - relax for a moment and signal that really, ultimately, we (we members of the political class) don't mean it, we're in this together.
Only someone who'd spent the previous thirty years supping on the special unctuousness of American political manners - someone who'd lived through Ronnie and W. and Bill - could register the depth of the transgression. That's why my jaw dropped. What was politics to be if it was conducted like this? Where were we going? What was it in the new era that called for - rewarded - this kind of desublimation? US politics, like most politics, was nothing if not a love-in with some harmless (ideological) rough stuff thrown in. But I don't love you in the least, Trump said, and if I scratch your back it will hurt. I want subservience, and I'll laugh in your face when I get it. 'The first term, everybody was fighting me. In this term, everybody wants to be my friend. I don't know - my personality changed or something.'
I want subservience, because I've never had it, or had enough of it. I want you to grovel, because that's what my voters want. Yeah, yeah, the prices at the gas station make them cross. But that's not it. They had power - the anxious provisional imaginary power that the sociologists once called status - and they've lost it. Imaginary power is a dreadful thing to lose. Their aggrievedness - my aggrievedness - at having had it taken away is endless: it's MAGA's reason for being.
That Obama ... That time he burst out singing 'Amazing Grace'! And singing it well. It'll take decades - it'll take a revolution - to mend the wound in America's side. But we'll do it. Lynching the image: that's what we're up to.
Ressentiment, Nietzsche taught us, is a deep feeling - a determinant fact of our being in the world. We all look around hungrily for someone to blame, someone to wreak vengeance on - for everything we were denied back then, at the beginning. We know we'll never find the culprit, really; we know we're making things up; we're bewildered by our feelings, half ashamed of baying for the scapegoat's blood - but boy! it feels good.
To have made ressentiment the main form of politics, to have made himself the very image of it, to have it written it into every shaking of the jowls and 'It-wasn't-me-Sir' stare - that's Trump's achievement. Here I am: rich, bankrupt, fraudulent, criminal, surrounded by toadies, destroyer of politics, president ... And I still haven't been given my due!
A sceptic might say: All this is nasty, yes, but is it anything new? Especially as an episode in American history. Isn't Trump just another Andrew Jackson, another George Wallace or William Jennings Bryan? 'The people have a right to make their own mistakes ...' The people are always looking for a charlatan. Even the spectacle is nothing new. Demagogues are demagogues, always in love with the latest technology: newsprint, the back of an endless railroad car, the billboard, the boob tube.
But all of these previous technics of persuasion spoke or shone down from a distance. They addressed an audience, they made a totality. Of course, the demagogue pretended to identity with his demos, but the technology did not exist to do the complete lying job. The affix '-agogue' admits as much: the demagogue was still a magician, a mystagogue, a bearer of charisma. And Trump has annihilated the idea of charisma. The new leader is not above us. He's on the screen in our hands. We manufacture him: our fingers are just his size. His rambling, vindictive, uninflected shtick is our unconscious, our aggrievedness, not our aggrievedness transformed.
No other political actor seems to have seen the point of this - seen why it conquers. They'll get nowhere until they do.
[image: ]Luigi Mangione in New York (19 December 2024)




It is a time of assassins - in the case of the UnitedHealthcare killer, of what looks like a studied revival of 'propaganda by the deed'.
What is the world coming to, when a CEO can't safely leverage the weakness and pain of his fellow human beings and get rich and enhance shareholder value? Big Pharma, Hospital and Big Bank CEOs are all sure to be wondering. It's just so unfair.
How do people expect anyone to take the US government seriously after these charges? What about school shootings? What about the attack in Vegas? The message this is sending is that by killing Thompson he attacked capitalism, and an attack on capitalism is an attack on the US. If we weren't a joke to the rest of the world already, we're definitely one now.
The death penalty? US healthcare is a death penalty: you have no access to the treatment you need, if you did your insurance won't pay for it, if your insurance paid it's for opioids peddled by big pharma. UnitedHealthcare owns the hospital, the insurance company and the pharmacy, full vertical integration. We are all sentenced to life in the American healthcare system.

These aren't excerpts from an anarchist chat room in Humboldt County. They're taken from readers' responses to columns in the New York Times.
The theory of social change on which propaganda by the deed was premised in its heyday, when McKinley and Sadi Carnot and Frick and the empress of Austria took a bullet, was both too pessimistic and optimistic. Resentment and anger existed in plenty around 1900. But the idea that a single symbolic gesture, or a campaign of such, could light disillusion's touchpaper ... that was fantasy. For a symbol to set off a social implosion, what was needed was an apparatus - a means by which the symbol could spread, allowing people to interpret what had taken place, inviting them to voice their contempt for official outrage, annulling, regrouping, disobeying, opting out. How could such a contagion possibly happen in the age of the wall poster and the back street printing press?
But the apparatus now exists. Capital has made it - to its profit and its cost. The spectacle has metastasised. It is everywhere, at everyone's disposal. (I remember Sebald's horror at the German term for the mobile phone: das Handy.)
More from the readers of the NYT:
Just look at the photo of Mangione's Perp Walk ... The American government hardly lifts a finger to improve the lives of everyday Americans or to shield them from the rapacious avarice of our plutocrat overlords, but goes into blitzkrieg mode to protect the same plutocrat class. The mask has really come off: we know whom the US government values.
These proceedings are turning into an absolute clown show. The man is already being treated like a martyr and folk hero and their brilliant idea is escalate his charges to such a comical level? Are the feds intentionally trying to fan the flames? By treating Mangione's case so unfairly, they're only reinforcing his thesis that the system is broken and rigged in favour of the billionaire class.

Essentially, at the beginning, the theory of the society of the spectacle was an effort to understand the disembodiment of human sociality. It was still possible to be baffled by the process. Inquisitive, manipulative, contact-hungry homo sapiens, that craver of attention and mutuality, had ended up existing in a world at one remove. The greatest fear of each individual remained 'being out of touch'. But the touch each was taught to take for reality was the touch of the screen. The screen in one's hand, the screen under one's pillow. The 24-hour REM period.
Spectacle, as a concept, was accompanied by the idea of 'the colonisation of everyday life'. That meant several things. Pervasive surveillance. The monetisation of more and more of the species' so-called unproductive life. The recruiting of more and more of us to the task of providing our masters with 'information' about our every doing. The shrinkage of time out. The commodification of play. But perhaps what the situationist theorists most saw in the 'everyday' - most regretted as they saw it vanish - was the body clock, the lapse of attention, the recalcitrance of the organism, the idle interest in what someone else was doing, was feeling, was like. Bodies spoke a different language from that of their leaders. They were a reservoir of insubordination. They looked up at the pyramid or the Statue of Liberty and shrugged.
Is all that counter-language a thing of the past? Has the spectacle extinguished it, or managed a life for it on a set of reservations? Art. Sex. Poetry.
Maybe. It depends on the future. Remember that the perfections of spectacle I've been dwelling on - particularly the perfection called Trump - are the product of an empire in decline. No doubt such a decline is first disguised and alleviated by a great flowering - a Vierzehnheiligen - of untruth. But untruth consumes resources, at least on the scale now necessary. And resources will grow fewer, be fought for more ruthlessly. You cannot have a society of the spectacle without a constant increase in the rate of illusion. Trump's second term will provide it, no doubt: he'll keep the customers happy. Certainly, the weak will be frightened and the defenceless humiliated - this in particular will have the red hats coming off. But afterwards? Twenty or thirty years hence? Down the road to a spectacle without investors. When the app store is frozen, SpaceX is resting, and there's no money left for the AI special friend. Who knows?
Those who first thought seriously about the society of the spectacle did not imagine it could last. They wrote in a time of upheaval, believing the world had already grown tired of its reflection. 'Species-being' (they were nothing if not devotees of the early Marx) would reassert itself. They could not anticipate the spell that would be cast through the following half-century by a speeding up and miniaturising of the image, putting the spectacle at everyone's fingertips, making it a form of life. (Those who lived to see it often despaired.) The depth of the situationists' contempt for the mass production of appearances, read now, can be grating: we have all been taught to be wary of condescension.
Perhaps it is time to be less circumspect. If Trump is what the image-world has now revealed itself to be - if he's the 'society' we have settled for, looming against us, cruel and false and ugly and determined to destroy - then what answer is left but a fight to the finish? A plan of campaign, with spectacle the enemy. Not derision but tactics.
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Short Cuts
Failures at the CCRC
Matt Foot

1851 wordsThirty  years ago, the passing of the Criminal Appeal Act led to the foundation of the Criminal Cases Review Commission (CCRC), a publicly funded body intended to investigate miscarriages of justice and with the power to refer cases back to the Court of Appeal. It was set up after a series of spectacular miscarriages were very belatedly righted. On 19 October 1989 the Guildford Four had walked out of the Old Bailey to a jubilant crowd. 'I have been in prison for fifteen years for something I didn't do,' Gerry Conlon shouted at the cameras. 'For something I didn't know anything about. I am a totally innocent man. I watched my father die in a British prison for something he didn't do. He is innocent, the Maguires are innocent. Let's hope the Birmingham Six are freed.' On 14 March 1991 the Birmingham Six were freed. This time someone had placed a large microphone in the middle of the street outside the Old Bailey, which was again sitting as the Court of Appeal. 'For sixteen and a half years we have been used as political scapegoats,' Paddy Hill said (Hill died last month, aged 81). 'The police told us from the start they knew we hadn't done it ... Justice? I don't think those people in there have got the intelligence nor the honesty to spell the word never mind dispense it. They're rotten.'
Hill's rancour was directed particularly at the Master of the Rolls, Lord Denning, who in 1980 had ruled against the Birmingham Six's civil action for assault against West Midlands Police, which essentially implicated the officers in perjury. Denning considered this 'such an appalling vista that every sensible person in the land would say: it cannot be right these actions should go any further'. Royal Commissions, ad hoc inquiries into a defined issue, were not in fashion at the time. The last one had been held fourteen years earlier. But the Conservative home secretary, Kenneth Baker, announced on the day of the Birmingham Six's release that a Royal Commission would look into the criminal justice system.
Led by W.G. Runciman, a sociologist and hereditary peer, the Royal Commission on Criminal Justice published its findings in July 1993 and proposed important reforms, including a new authority to deal with miscarriages of justice. It noted the criticism of the Home Office made by Sir John May, who led an inquiry into the cases of the Guildford Four and also the Maguire Seven, whose convictions were quashed in June 1991. May wrote that the Home Office's 'approach ... was throughout reactive, it was never thought proper for the department to become proactive'.
Appeal lawyers had battled for years with C3, a small department in the Home Office, which had the power to refer cases back to the Court of Appeal. The Irish cases highlighted the constant refusals and delays by the Home Office, which feared that a successful appeal might lead to criticism of the police, prosecution and judiciary, and of the Home Office itself. The new CCRC was independent of the government, free to investigate without political interference. It would have sixty staff, the then home secretary, Michael Howard, announced in 1995, 'about three times the number currently engaged in such work', who would 'reflect the broad mix of legal, investigative and administrative skills and experience needed'. It would have twelve commissioners, three of whom had to sign off on the decision to refer a case to the Court of Appeal. Among the first commissioners were David Jessel, who presented the TV series Trial and Error, whose investigations had helped overturn numerous cases, and the forensic psychiatrist James MacKeith, who provided expert evidence for the defence for the Guildford Four and Birmingham Six. Miscarriages would no doubt still occur, but now at least there was a proper mechanism to identify and reverse them.
In July 2023 another man made a speech outside the Court of Appeal. Andrew Malkinson had spent seventeen years in prison for rape, and his conviction had just been overturned. Like Gerry Conlon and Paddy Hill, he berated those responsible: 'Since I was arrested in 2003, the police, the prison system and probation service have been calling me a liar, because I denied that I committed the crime. I am not a liar. I am not in denial, but I will tell you who is. Greater Manchester Police are liars, and they are in denial.' The CCRC was responsible for the refusals to investigate Malkinson's case. He said outside the court that 'I applied to the Criminal Cases Review Commission, which is supposed to investigate miscarriages of justice, and told them I was innocent. They didn't investigate and they didn't believe me.' Greater Manchester Police and the Crown Prosecution Service apologised immediately after the judgment. The CCRC refused to do so. Worse still, it claimed credit for the quashing of Malkinson's conviction.
Three separate inquiries were ordered into the case. The first to report was a review by an external barrister, Chris Henley, a former chair of the Criminal Bar Association, commissioned by the CCRC. On its publication, a year after Malkinson's release, the organisation finally apologised. Henley found that the CCRC could have spared Malkinson a decade of imprisonment if it had not 'missed' the opportunity to send his case back to the Court of Appeal in 2009, when DNA evidence showed 'he might be innocent.' 'In my view,' Henley wrote, 'if the jury had heard that there was unaccounted-for male DNA in that specific location on the [victim's] vest top, that it was not Mr Malkinson's DNA and that all attempts at elimination had proved unsuccessful, this might have made a difference to the jury's verdict. This is not a difficult conclusion to reach.' Henley claimed that the CCRC repeatedly failed to apply the correct test in considering fresh evidence: what would the jury make of it? There was none of Malkinson's DNA on the victim, but there was DNA from another man: this evidence clearly could have changed the jury's verdict, yet the CCRC dismissed it.
Henley also criticised the CCRC's attempt to take credit for work that had been carried out by the investigator James Burley, the solicitor Emily Bolton and Malkinson's team at the small legal charity Appeal (where I work). Appeal had to bring judicial review proceedings against Greater Manchester Police twice in order to obtain police documents that proved crucial, evidence that the CCRC could simply have requested. Appeal also carried out the DNA work the CCRC had refused to do.
The failure of the CCRC in Malkinson's case was not a one-off. Ten years earlier, Victor Nealon was exonerated after spending seventeen years in prison for attempted rape, after DNA belonging to someone else was found on the victim. Nealon had applied to the CCRC twice, in 2001 and 2003, but was rejected both times. In both applications, he had asked for DNA testing to be commissioned, but the CCRC refused, dismissing it as 'speculative'. After Nealon's conviction was quashed, the then chair, Richard Foster, apologised and promised the CCRC would do everything it could to prevent anything similar from happening in the future.
In 2010, Bob Woffinden wrote in the Guardian that 'the CCRC has become characterised by pusillanimity and procrastination. It is taking far too long to evaluate cases; it is not referring the cases it should; and even where it does refer convictions, its poor case analysis leads to poor appeals.' The Justice Committee recommended in 2015 that the CCRC should be 'less cautious' in referring cases to the Court of Appeal. This seems to have had the opposite effect. In 2016-17 its referral rate fell below 1 per cent, remaining at that level in 2018-19 (the long-term average was about 3.3 per cent). The current chair, Helen Pitcher, decided to make a virtue of this, claiming that sending cases back to the Court of Appeal was 'not the be-all and end-all'. In 2019 the All Party Parliamentary Group on Miscarriages of Justice established a commission to investigate the organisation's capacity to recognise miscarriages. Its report, published in March 2021, urged 'the CCRC to be bolder in applying the current test and to adopt a broader interpretation of its power to refer cases in exceptional circumstances where there has not been an appeal'.
On 18 July last year the newly appointed Labour justice secretary, Shabana Mahmood, announced that the Henley report showed that Pitcher was 'unfit to fulfil her duties'. Pitcher didn't agree: 'I have been credited by the MoJ for substantially turning the CCRC round ... I honestly believe I am the best person to take this forward for as long as I have the opportunity to do so.' We are now in a perverse position. The CCRC is an independent body so, unless Pitcher resigns, only the king can remove her from her post, if a panel recommends it. We still await the convening of this panel, which will have three members, one from the CCRC, one from the Ministry of Justice and one 'independent' - though how they are selected is anyone's guess.
One of the key participants in the parliamentary debates in 1995 was the then Labour MP for Sunderland South, Chris Mullin. As a journalist at Tribune, he had campaigned since 1975 for the release of the Birmingham Six and his recently reissued book Error of Judgment, published five years before their release, did more than anything else to help their campaign. 'Those who serve on the commission will need to be from a slightly different school from some of the people who serve on other quangos,' Mullin said. 'I am putting that point as generously as possible. In particular, there will need to be among the eleven [commissioners] - and, indeed, among the staff whom they employ - people with a track record of scepticism towards the official version of events.' One of his suggestions was Jessel.
More recently, Mullin's selection prerequisites have been ignored. Foster, chair of the CCRC until 2018, was a career civil servant whose previous job was as chief executive of the CPS. Pitcher is a non-executive director of United Biscuits, runs a property business in Montenegro (that's where she was when Malkinson was released) and seems to see her chief skill as knowing how to run board meetings: she's the chair of a company called Advanced Boardroom Excellence and tends to put that first when listing her many jobs. The CCRC, in other words, is now led by people who have no record of 'scepticism towards the official version of events'. A video on its website asserts it is 'independent of the police, courts and prosecution', but another of Pitcher's many roles is as chair of the Judicial Appointments Commission. Mullin said in 1995 that 'there is a danger' that if the CCRC 'becomes trapped in the narrow approach that C3 and the Court of Appeal have adopted in the past it will become discredited, and we shall all be back where we started'. It's hard not to feel that has happened.
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Honey, I forgot to duck
Jackson Lears

7358 wordsAfew days  after Ronald Reagan died in 2004, I was hurrying through Newark airport when I spied his smiling countenance on the cover of the Economist, accompanied by a caption in big block letters: THE MAN WHO BEAT COMMUNISM. This preposterous tribute succinctly summarised the conventional wisdom regarding the end of the Cold War. The Good Guys had won, led by the genial but implacable Cold Warrior. His rhetorical assaults on the 'evil empire', coupled with a relentless military build-up, had pushed the Soviet Union into an unwinnable arms race, destabilised its economy and accelerated its collapse. The pivotal moment in this narrative was Reagan's challenge to Mikhail Gorbachev, issued in Berlin in June 1987: 'Mr Gorbachev, tear down this wall!' One could hardly imagine a tale more flattering to Americans' nationalist narcissism, or more fitting to the unipolar moment when Madeleine Albright anointed the United States as 'the indispensable nation'. Among politicians and pundits, the story that Reagan led the US to victory in the Cold War has flourished for nearly forty years.
Max Boot's Reagan: His Life and Legend decisively discredits that narrative with abundant evidence and convincing argument. This may come as a surprise to anyone who knows Boot's ideological inclinations. For several decades he has been a laureate of American empire, openly echoing Kipling as he urges his countrymen to take up the white man's burden by fighting 'the savage wars of peace'. He complained continually about Americans' reluctance to embrace their imperial responsibilities and shed blood abroad. Like other stenographers for the national security state, he was appalled by Trump's election in 2016, and gripped by the (unwarranted) fear that the new president might begin a retreat from empire in his effort to put 'America first'. With a book-length flurry of self-ennoblement, The Corrosion of Conservatism: Why I Left the Right (2018), Boot gave up on the Republican Party and discovered white male privilege - as well as the fact that he was a beneficiary of it. He was preparing for his new political identity as a liberal neoconservative, a 'centrist' capable of denouncing racism and misogyny while still advocating unceasingly for imperial adventures. Before long he had found an appropriate niche on the op-ed page of the Washington Post.
Writing Reagan's biography must have been an ideological challenge as Boot recoiled from what he called 'the right' towards what was becoming the centre. Boot could no longer serve up undiluted adulation, as he might have done in his salad days as a young Russian emigre and devotee of the National Review. As an established biographer from within the Washington consensus, he had to distance himself from Reagan's views on race, campus radicals, and even the Soviet Union. He also had to explore the managerial morass that was Reagan's White House. Once he began poking through the archives, he uncovered widespread symptoms of mismanagement: incompetent cronies appointed to high office, festering feuds left unattended, snap judgments, formulaic thinking, and long periods when Reagan himself was simply too tired, distracted or old to be mentally available. Subject to granular examination by a scrupulous biographer (and Boot is one), the life of Reagan - even and perhaps especially while he was president - could hardly be called inspiring. But the legend of Reagan could. As Boot makes clear, from his subtitle onwards, he is at least as engrossed by Reagan's legend as he is by his life.
The legend of Reagan was partly a consequence of his preternatural charm. 'It was a joy to watch him in action,' one White House staffer told Nancy Reagan, 'and there was almost no one who did not succumb to his magic.' The magic could also be exercised at a distance. When Reagan's funeral procession passed through Washington, his son Ron recalled seeing an onlooker holding a sign: 'Now there was a president.' Except for Reagan's idol Franklin Delano Roosevelt, it is impossible to imagine this kind of spontaneous tribute to any other American president in the last century.
Reagan's capacity to inhabit and generate legend also stemmed from his own impulse to substitute pleasing fictions for inconvenient facts - to the point that fiction replaced factuality altogether. Boot finds an interpretative frame for this process in The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance, a film from 1962 about a successful politician who has built his career on the false claim that he once killed a dangerous outlaw. When the editor of a local newspaper learns the truth, he decides not to print it. 'This is the West, sir,' he explains. 'When the legend becomes fact, print the legend.' Hollywood had 'precisely the same "fiction over fact" ethos', Boot writes, 'and it would be a hallmark of Reagan's life as well'.
Reagan identified so completely with the characters he played in films, such as the idealised football player George Gipp in Knute Rockne, All American (1940), that they took up long-term residence in his consciousness. As president, Reagan routinely invoked the Notre Dame star when he implored subordinates to 'go out there and win one for the Gipper.' A Regular Guy, a mediocre football player, could supplant the star and become a legend in his own head. As Reagan told the Hollywood writer Gladys Hall in 1942, he did not 'believe you have to be a standout from your fellow men in order to make your mark in the world. Average will do it.' A plain speaker from the heartland who would avoid being corrupted by Hollywood, and later by Sacramento and Washington: this was the core of the Reagan legend.
Throughout his career, Reagan spent much of his mental life in the America constructed by Hollywood in the 1930s and 1940s, where you could always tell the good guys from the bad guys, the snobs from the regular fellas, where decent, attractive people turned out to be resourceful and resilient as well. This was his most compelling reality, and even while it prevented him from engaging with empirical evidence, it also strengthened whatever claim he had on greatness - if we accept Boot's argument. He spends hundreds of pages detailing the blunders and missteps of Reagan's administration, yet he keeps returning to Reagan's one enduring accomplishment: he 'made America feel good about itself again', as the Canadian prime minister Brian Mulroney put it. But what exactly was it about Reagan that made Americans feel good?
According to the conventional wisdom then and now, it was all about overcoming the dreaded 'Vietnam Syndrome' (dreaded, at least, by the foreign policy establishment): the reluctance to use force abroad after the devastating loss in Vietnam. Reagan laundered what military interventionists call 'American ideals and values' in the wringer-washer on the back porch (where it usually was in Frank Capra's films) and they came out cleansed of any taint of humiliation. We could hold our heads high again. We could reconsecrate the marriage of virtue and power. (The first-person plural was easily conflated with 'the nation' and 'the country'.) By early 1985, after a rough start, the Reagan medicine was already working: 'The country had regained its confidence and swagger,' Boot writes, 'thanks in part to the policies and pageantry orchestrated by the genial former actor who had made the job of being president look deceptively easy.' Boot's choice of 'swagger' gives the game away; the regeneration on offer was military. This was a return to a familiar exceptionalist idiom - 'We're number one' - but there were new developments as well. Rarely, if ever, had supposedly serious journalists referred to American allies and antagonists as good guys and bad guys. Now they chattered away in that idiom like eight-year-old boys.
Reagan's revival of the American spirit cleared the decks for further armed interventions abroad. For the likes of Boot, this was a true spiritual renewal. No need, in his view, to reflect on its catastrophic long-term effect: the resurrection of a bipartisan, exceptionalist mission within the US political class to 'promote democracy' across the globe. It is only a short step from Reagan to Biden, the decrepit old codger yearning to be a war president as he conjures up menacing adversaries in Eastern Europe, the Middle East and the South China Sea. But it is a significant step. Since the fall of the Soviet Union and the rise of unipolar US hegemony, arguments for military intervention have become even more diffuse, more detached from conditions on the ground, than they were during the Cold War. Any sort of popular unrest in a foreign country can be manufactured or manipulated by the US intelligence agencies and eventually used to justify intervention in the name of 'democracy'. The results are nearly always calamitous.
None  of this concerns Boot. He is a thorough biographer, but his capacity for serious thought is undone by his attachment to a neoconservative creed. Trying to justify praise for Reagan, adrift in a murky sea of abstraction and sentimentality, he casts about for appropriate conceptual forms and seizes on the old reliable: reification. Abstractions become human entities with needs. When Reagan began his presidency, his biographer assumes, the nation (the country, the American people) all needed the same thing: to stand tall again, to feel proud to be citizens of the greatest country in the world - sentiments that in US political culture could only be achieved through imperial adventure and military dominance, or the simulation of it. Reagan, in effect, created the cultural conditions that enabled neoconservative militarism to become respectable and ultimately almost universal among the Washington elite. They also enabled Boot to become a successful Washington pundit, singing the praises of war and its tonic effects on the body politic.
Despite his imprisonment in Washington convention, Boot is fully able to evaluate the claims that Reagan 'beat communism' and 'won' the Cold War. He recognises the fundamental tension in Reagan (and in his administration) between pragmatism and moralism. Reagan's 'entire life', Boot writes, was 'a series of deals': with the Democratic leaders Jesse Unruh in Sacramento and Tip O'Neill in Washington, with Mikhail Gorbachev in Geneva and Helsinki. 'He was a true conservative,' his White House chief of staff Jim Baker said, 'but boy was he pragmatic when it came to governing.' Yet for Reagan, 'pragmatism was always sheathed in the armour of moral certitude,' Boot says. 'His superpower was the ability to reorder the world in his mind as he wished it to be - not necessarily as it was.' While the fiction-over-fact mode helped make him a legendary figure, it didn't always make for good policy.
In the Reagan administration, clarity of thought was a rare commodity. The president's political ideals were a muddle of Reader's Digest aphorisms, fake quotations from Lenin, and conspiracy theories spun by outfits like the John Birch Society. Well into the 1980s, he remained convinced that the Kremlin leadership was intent on turning the Caribbean into a 'Red lake'. This evidence-free formulation was used to justify the administration's secret and illegal arming of Contra rebels in Nicaragua. But even as he blundered about Central America determined to uncover and stamp out Soviet influence, Reagan adapted to changing circumstances in the Soviet Union - particularly the emergence of Gorbachev as the general secretary of the Communist Party. This was at a moment when transatlantic fears of nuclear war were on the rise and Reagan himself was stoking them with his denunciations of the Soviet Union and his plan (inherited from Carter) to install mid-range cruise and Pershing missiles in Europe.
As Boot shows, the idea that Reagan 'beat communism' depended on the assumption that his arms build-up drove Gorbachev to reform the Soviet system in order to avoid bankruptcy and compete more effectively with the US in an arms race. On the contrary, Gorbachev's transformation of the USSR was not a product of any crisis induced by Reagan, but 'a product of his own humane instincts'. The clearest evidence of this was Gorbachev's encouragement of democratic dissidence among Eastern Europeans as well as Russians in his speech to the UN on 7 December 1988. Boot rightly credits Gorbachev with ending the Cold War and dismisses Reagan's demand that he 'tear down this wall' as a publicity stunt which provoked Kremlin hardliners rather than paving a path to peace.
Yet there was one humane instinct that Reagan did share with Gorbachev: a horror of nuclear war combined with a hope for a world without nuclear weapons. This truly did push Reagan to help end the Cold War, by joining Gorbachev in confronting the threat to the world posed by US-Soviet rivalry. Here, too, Reagan's cinematic imagination was key. In November 1983, ABC aired the made-for-TV movie The Day After, which powerfully evoked the impact of a nuclear strike on Kansas City, Missouri, and nearby Lawrence, Kansas. Reagan watched it twice, and it left him 'greatly depressed'. We have 'to do all we can to have a deterrent & to see there is never a nuclear war', he wrote in his diary. A movie representation of nuclear catastrophe was far more compelling to Reagan than an intelligence report could ever be.
While Boot mostly ignores The Day After, he does show that a common nuclear pacifist outlook united the Soviet and American leaders and kept them returning to the conference table, despite disagreements. The major tension involved Reagan's insistence that the US be allowed to pursue development of the Strategic Defence Initiative, a missile defence system better known (derisively) as Star Wars. When talking about it, 'his eyes would light up with that sparkle normally reserved only for riding horses and chopping wood,' a White House aide reported. Reagan clung to the belief that SDI could create an impermeable shield which would protect Americans from nuclear attack - a view no serious scientist shared. The Russians had experimented with missile defence systems and judged them too vulnerable to electronic scrambling. Gorbachev and his colleagues in the Kremlin weren't afraid that SDI would work, but that American faith in missile defence technology would embolden US leaders to embrace a first-strike strategy, secure in their delusion that they would be protected from retaliation. SDI, in short, recklessly destabilised the balance of terror.
Reagan's attachment to a fantastic, impenetrable nuclear shield was of a piece with his claim that the commercial airstrip under construction on the tiny island of Grenada was intended to service the Red Army. Both stories reflected his preference for satisfyingly simple, even cartoonish representations of reality rather than the annoying complexities introduced by conflicting evidence. Despite his horror of nuclear war, Reagan's stubborn commitment to a techno-fantasy blocked the best opportunity to end the nuclear arms race we have ever had. The two leading nuclear powers agreed on every detail required for complete disarmament, except one.
Watching Reagan deploy fictions so unselfconsciously that they became truths to himself as well as to his audience, we begin to glimpse the epistemological significance of his intellectual vacuity. Ronald Reagan the actor, casting himself in a series of starring roles, becomes a leitmotif in this chronicle, as Boot repeatedly highlights the theatrical professional's capacity to infuse artifice with authenticity, and ignorance with authority. Dozens of Reagan's public assertions, dating back to his Hollywood days if not earlier, could be characterised as literally false; but usually he seemed so convinced by what he was saying that it is hard to call him a liar (and Boot barely does). Reagan's belief in his own utterances was often a direct result of his ignorance of or indifference to the complexity of the situation he was describing. Boot documents his detachment from detail and its damaging consequences - his tacit approval, for example, of the trading of arms to Iran in exchange for hostages and money, which was then secretly and illegally transferred to the Contra rebels in Central America. As governor of California and as president, Reagan shamelessly played on the cultural and racial prejudices of his supporters, falsely accusing student protesters of violence and 'welfare queens' of fraud. Boot records innumerable such falsehoods and deplores Reagan's exploitation of his supporters' bigotry for electoral gain. He also explores major policy failures: the Iran-Contra Affair; the loss of 241 Marines to a suicide bombing in Beirut after the president had 'sent the Marines on a perilous, ill-defined peacekeeping mission with scant hope of success'; the promise of balanced budgets while running up record deficits (mostly on military spending); the refusal to confront apartheid in South Africa or Aids in his own backyard. Yet all these failures have melted into the mist of collective memory, while in Boot's view 'Reagan's achievements - helping to end the Cold War and reviving the nation's spirits along with the economy - loom larger than ever.' Setting aside the ambiguous claims about the Cold War and the economy, the heart of the matter remains 'reviving the nation's spirits'.
Since one clear expression of those revived spirits was the 'swagger' that comes with military victory, the Economist's editorial impulse becomes more apparent: they were printing the legend. Reagan may not have been actually 'The Man Who Beat Communism', but the idea was consistent with his legend, and with what 'the nation' (or its political class) needed: not a leader who transcended conflict and pointed a path to peace, as Reagan did (however incompletely) with Gorbachev, but a winner who routed the bad guys. Reagan's capacity to freshen the stale language of moral triumph was rooted in his hardscrabble Midwestern boyhood, and his successful escape from it to a world where people sat spellbound in the dark, watching an America that didn't really exist.
Ronald Reagan  was born in Tampico, Illinois in 1911 in the middle of a blizzard. He called himself 'Dutch' from early on: 'I never thought "Ronald" was rugged enough for a young red-blooded American boy.' His father, Jack, was a retail salesman in various lines, a hopeless drunk who bounced from one job to another, dragging his family with him from town to town; his mother, Nelle, took in sewing and prayed for her husband's sobriety with a prairie Protestant church called the Disciples of Christ. In 1911, Boot writes, young Ronald's way of life was already 'fast disappearing'. Yet even as a boy, Boot writes, 'ever the quintessential American, he always looked to the future with hope and optimism rather than dwelling on the past.'
Boot does not suspect that there might have been something self-consciously willed about that optimism - a way Dutch could protect himself against the anxiety that he and his brother must have felt as they huddled in bed listening to their parents' screaming matches when Jack came home after a three-day bender. 'My brother and I would hear some pretty fiery arguments through the walls of our house,' Reagan recalled in his autobiography. His anodyne language, which says nothing about what the boys felt, reveals Reagan's powerful impulse to keep personal conflict at bay. Ron remembered that his father would put his head down and fiddle with his mashed potatoes when he or his sister, Patti, clashed with their mother at the dinner table. Reagan himself, as governor and president, would remain serene amid the rancorous rivalries of his subordinates; smoothing things over with bland assurances was a way to keep darker feelings at bay and put intimacy out of reach. Family and friends who tried to connect with his inner life found that, in effect, there was no there there.
Reagan's wilful optimism resonated with America's vernacular religion - positive thinking - but also with his mother's religious outlook. Like other Disciples of Christ, she combined a conservative personal morality with Social Gospel concern for the less fortunate and faith in a benign life to come. True to this tradition, Reagan as a young man believed in heaven but not hell. 'Nelle never saw anything evil in another human being, and Ronnie is the same way,' Nancy wrote. Reagan's tirades against the 'evil empire' were directed at the Soviet system and not at Russian leaders - a sharp contrast to the Putin fetish that animates contemporary Russophobia.
In 1920, when Dutch was nearly ten, the Reagan family moved to Dixon, where he came of age, and which became his ideal of a 'good clean town'. At eleven, he formally joined the Disciples of Christ and 'emerged from childhood with a moralistic outlook on the world, tending to view political disputes as battles between good and evil,' Boot says. He made a smooth transition to Eureka College, a Disciples of Christ institution ninety miles south of Dixon, with Social Gospel roots. 'Dutch would go from success to success, untroubled by the taint of failure,' Boot writes. He was 'a cocky SOB, a loud talker', a classmate said. And when he talked, people listened. At the beginning of his senior year, he was one of several student speakers urging a strike against budget cuts. 'For the first time in my life, I felt my words reach out and grab an audience, and it was exhilarating,' Reagan remembered. 'When I'd say something, they'd roar after every sentence, sometimes every word, and after a while it was as if the audience and I were one.'
Graduating from Eureka in 1932 as the Depression deepened, Reagan landed on his feet in Davenport, Iowa, as a radio sportscaster. He moved to Des Moines, reporting on baseball games. Eventually he proposed covering the Chicago Cubs in spring training on Santa Catalina Island off the South California coast, an enticing alternative to late winter in Iowa. He was given the assignment, and got his break when he heard a girl from Des Moines singing with a big band at the Biltmore in LA. They met for drinks and she agreed to put him in touch with her agent - after insisting he take off his glasses for the meeting.
That was only the beginning of his transformation. Tall, handsome and personable, he quickly secured an offer from Warner Brothers to join its stable of actors as a contract player. He was renamed Ronald, refitted with a new haircut and new suits with thinner shoulder pads. (The thick ones made his head look too small.) Before long he was playing major roles in sentimental melodramas like Knute Rockne, All American and noirish crime dramas like Kings Row - and attracting the attention of the actress Jane Wyman, whom he married in January 1940. When the war came, Warner Brothers kept Reagan out of uniform for as long as possible and arranged preferential treatment for him even after his deferments ran out. His noncombatant status provided new opportunities for turning fiction into fact.
One supposedly factual story Reagan never tired of telling in later years involved a B-17 bomber limping back towards base after delivering its payload over Europe. The crew all managed to bail successfully, except for the pilot and the ball-turret gunner, who was trapped at his post and crying out piteously. 'Never mind son, we'll ride it down together,' said the pilot, who was posthumously awarded the Congressional Medal of Honour. Reagan's voice would break as he recounted this incident, and by the time he reached the medal of honour moment he could barely hold back the tears. But if the pilot and the gunner both died, who was left to tell the tale? In fact, Boot suggests, the story was another product of Reagan's cinematic imagination, probably lifted from the film Wing and a Prayer (1944): 'Seeing the war on black and white film' - rather than in person - 'reinforced his Manichean, black and white view of the world.'
The coming of the Cold War had much the same effect. During the Second World War, Reagan had drifted away from a Rooseveltian tolerance for America's Soviet ally to a rigid anti-communist stance. When the upstart Conference of Studio Unions joined the postwar strike wave in 1945-46, Reagan was appointed to a committee of the Screen Actors Guild to investigate. He concluded that the strike was part of 'the communist putsch for control of motion pictures'. J. Edgar Hoover had been ramping up his pursuit of communist subversives, increasingly with the collaboration of the House Un-American Activities Committee; Reagan took the FBI's warnings at face value and began seeing Reds everywhere. He remained equally credulous even as late as the 1980s.
Reagan's heartfelt warnings against communist infiltration of the film industry propelled him to the presidency of the SAG. From that platform, he enlisted in the witch hunt - naming names, wrecking careers, ruining lives. He claimed to have accused no individuals in public, but he certainly did so in private. For years, he minimised the importance of the blacklist or denied its existence, even as he assisted in implementing it. Under his leadership, the guild implicitly legitimated the dragnet of persecution by refusing to protest against it. He never expressed any regret; instead, he presented himself as the 'one-man battalion' that had stopped the communist takeover of Hollywood.
Meanwhile, Jane Wyman was growing impatient with Reagan's political obsessions and long-winded soliloquies, which provoked her to call out: 'Hey "diarrhoea of the mouth", shut up!' When she filed for divorce, Reagan was baffled: he believed in the fairytale accounts of their marriage spun by the Hollywood press. 'There were a lot of gaps in his emotional intelligence,' his son Ron remarked wryly. Reagan's post-divorce life was priapic and lonely, a proliferation of anonymous, meaningless sexual encounters. But thanks to the anti-communist hysteria gripping Hollywood, he met Nancy Davis. She was a Chicago socialite and graduate of Smith College who had come to Hollywood in search of stardom but also - more important - a husband. Falsely accused of communist sympathies, she sought exoneration from SAG and took a shine to its president. He was attractive and charming and had a substantial presence in Hollywood. According to Boot, Nancy's mother had taught her the importance of achieving family stability 'by slavishly catering to and ceaselessly promoting her husband'. She practised this on their first date, when she showed far more interest in Reagan's monologues than Wyman ever had. By the time he was president she had the performance down cold. Whenever he gave a speech, the journalist Lou Cannon observed, 'Nancy composes her features into a kind of transfixed adoration more appropriate to a witness of the Virgin Birth.'
In the couple's early years together, Nancy had few opportunities to display such rapt attention. As the studio system collapsed and the free market came to the movies, Reagan's career began to plummet. Soon he had descended to doing schtick for Las Vegas entertainers, and ultimately playing second fiddle to a gang of performing chimpanzees. He rescued himself by leaving film for the rising new medium, television. As the host of General Electric Theatre his job wasn't just to welcome the TV audience but also to travel around the US promoting General Electric products and interests. Here he found his metier. 'It was pretty hard to heckle Ron, because he is so obviously such a damned nice guy,' one of his colleagues said. He also seemed well informed, even though he carried his knowledge lightly. 'All of Reagan's reading of Reader's Digest and other publications seemed to have paid off,' Boot observes. 'The run of the mill actor turned out to be a superlative public speaker.'
Reagan's new job required much travel and long absences from home, where family relations were tense. According to their daughter Patti, Nancy began hitting her on a 'weekly, sometimes daily basis'; was constantly hiring and firing maids, gardeners and nannies; and was jittery and apprehensive despite frequently downing sedatives. Patti and Ron Jr were restless and miserable: where was Papa? Out becoming a public figure or, when he was home, 'a genial but aloof figure who was often emotionally absent even when he was physically present', as Boot puts it. 'We were happy,' the paterfamilias recalled. 'Just look at the home movies.'
As General Electric's spokesman, Reagan was well positioned to absorb and help spread the coalescing worldview of the Republican right. His mentor on labour issues, the virulently anti-union GE president Ralph Cordiner, was close at hand. On other matters, Reagan could augment the familiar wisdom of the Reader's Digest with the harder-edged ideology of the National Review, founded by the wunderkind William F. Buckley in 1955. The new right-wing consensus involved a shift from isolationism to militant interventionism, whose advocates were 'even willing to risk nuclear war with the Soviet Union to liberate the "captive nations" of Eastern Europe', Boot notes, without acknowledging that contemporary supporters of 'total victory' in Ukraine (himself included) are singing from the same hymn sheet.
Reagan assumed that JFK was a closet Marxist, in keeping with the hard-right rhetoric of the day. Eventually, in order to negotiate with Gorbachev, he would have to put aside this kind of reflexive paranoia. But for several decades, hard-right views offered the moral urgency and dramatic clarity he craved. He regularly warned that welfare statism would lead the US to fall gradually into communism, like 'overripe fruit'. The phrase was an invented quote from Lenin. Well into his presidency, Reagan was addicted to using quotations from prominent communists and socialists, nearly all of which he had made up. Reagan's 'disturbingly cavalier attitude toward factual accuracy', Boot claims, 'helped to inure the Republican Party to "fake news"'. But he doesn't mention that the press and the Democrats became inured to fake news too, particularly when it was manufactured by the national security state.
When Reagan's ratings fell, GE dropped him. But he had already become a rising star on the Republican right, and solidified his position in 1964 by stumping vigorously in California for Barry Goldwater's doomed presidential campaign against Lyndon Johnson. Several times a day, Reagan gave the same speech he had been making for years. The substance was reactionary boilerplate: casting off the shackles of government regulation, rolling back the Soviet Union, freeing the enslaved populations of Eastern Europe.
Goldwater was saying the same things, but he came across as a humourless ideologue and terrified the electorate, joking clumsily about lobbing a nuke into the men's room of the Kremlin. Reagan, with his lemon-twist smile and effortless sincerity, domesticated the right-wing agenda and made it seem as comforting and inspiring as Mr Smith Goes to Washington. His audience was mainly affluent Republicans who could laugh at the line that 17 million Americans went to bed hungry every night because 'they were all on a diet.' Eventually his donors in California persuaded the Republican National Committee to buy airtime for the speech that became known as 'A Time for Choosing'. The choice was between traditional American self-reliance and remote control by 'a little intellectual elite in a far-distant capitol'. The speech was a sensation. Even moderates began to take reactionary ideas seriously. A telegenic demagogue was born.
Reagan  knew he had a hit show on his hands and lost no time in preparing a run for governor of California. Nancy began assembling a new social network of rich friends - the Bloomingdales, the Annenbergs and their chums - who became the core of Reagan's circle of informal advisers in Sacramento and later in Washington. Meanwhile he focused decent folks' rage at bedraggled anti-war protesters and restless, dangerous Black people. Racially charged language - 'Our city streets are jungle paths after dark' - became a staple of Reagan's political rhetoric, anticipating his remarks about 'welfare queens' years later. It was all very simple - the good guys versus the bad guys, the welfare recipients, dangerous criminals and subversive beatniks versus put-upon middle-class whites - and it was a winning formula. Reagan easily defeated the colourless liberal Pat Brown, whom he accused of coddling the Black Panthers and the Berkeley protesters.
Yet once he became governor Reagan revealed his pragmatic side, partly by surrounding himself with moderate advisers and keeping the Birchers at bay. He opened access to abortion (on 'mental health' grounds), allowed conjugal visits for prison inmates, and even compiled a solid record of environmental preservation. But when it came to exploiting the backlash against Black and student protesters, he rarely held back. He described Martin Luther King's assassination as 'a great tragedy that began when we began compromising with law and order and people started choosing which laws to obey'. When asked what it would take to restore order on campus, Reagan announced: 'If it takes a bloodbath, let's get it over with. No more appeasement.' His popularity soared.
After two terms as governor, and with Nixon leaving the White House in disgrace, Reagan was ready to run for the presidency. He fell short of the nomination in 1976, but another chance came along quickly. In 1980, President Jimmy Carter was an invitingly vulnerable opponent. The country was awash in protracted stagflation, oil shortages and media-made humiliation at the hands of the Iranian militants who took 66 Americans hostage in Tehran. In the eyes of the Washington establishment, the peanut farmer president seemed ill equipped to confront these challenges. In the autumn of 1979, Carter delivered a thoughtful speech that proved his downfall. His theme was that the country needed to accept limits on consumption amid environmental crisis and dwindling natural resources. He 'seemed to be blaming the American people for the country's problems,' Boot writes, 'and he sounded pessimistic'.
This was Reagan's opening, his opportunity to restore 'confidence and swagger' to a country - or a political class - still suffering from the effects of Vietnam Syndrome. His 'theory of the Cold War' was 'We win, they lose,' as he told Richard Allen, who became his first national security adviser. Allen liked the idea but knew it would be heresy to a foreign policy establishment that believed in peaceful co-existence. Yet times had changed: what was a reactionary fringe position in 1964 - 'Why not victory over communism rather than mere containment of it? We can lick those bastards!' - was now being asserted by a likely president. This militarist interventionism, in an updated version, would become the dominant worldview of the bipartisan Washington establishment. Reagan's domestication of Goldwater's ravings meant a transition to a kind of postmodern militarism - addicted to savage wars of peace, minimally staffed, light on its feet, leveraged to hell and back. Regardless of how few Americans now wear the uniform, the most important 'national spirit' for many remains the martial one.
Reagan's emotional appeal had a much wider basis, however, than the promise of martial regeneration. Among other sentiments, it was built on white people's racism, which Reagan cynically manipulated. 'I believe in states' rights,' he declared in Mississippi during the 1980 campaign - an obvious dog whistle that journalists chose to overlook. The tall, conventionally handsome man with the well-padded shoulders exuded an irresistible aura and trounced the slope-shouldered pessimistic incumbent. Boot summarises the conventional wisdom: 'With the country mired in malaise, his indictment of Jimmy Carter's stewardship resonated - as did his promises to "make America great again" by cutting taxes, boosting defence spending, and standing up to the Soviets.' The dream of making America great again did not originate with Trump, or with Reagan. It is rooted in the Protestant rhetorical currents that have shaped American public culture from the beginning. The righteous community, as it strains to remain righteous, constantly fears that it is falling short, that it is failing to maintain the heroic standards set by its predecessors. Since it is a subjective feeling often manufactured by government and media elites, it is difficult to say how genuine and widespread the feeling of greatness is or was. But there is no question that Reagan met a popular need to feel it.
Reagan embraced the ceremonial side of his job, which gave him the opportunity to indulge in presidential psy-ops. When he visited the Pentagon to award the Medal of Honour to a Green Beret hero, he read the citation personally, which presidents never did. General Colin Powell was impressed. 'The military services had been restored to a place of honour,' he recalled. Reagan was orchestrating national symbols to play the role of national therapist. But what really secured his legendary status, Boot believes, was the failed attempt on his life by John Hinckley in March 1981. Reagan came closer to dying than anyone in the general public realised at the time, but his grace under pressure transformed him 'from a politician into a legend'. It isn't exactly clear what constituted Reagan's grace, beyond his reported remark to Nancy: 'Honey, I forgot to duck.' But, in any case, he experienced a spike in approval ratings and became what the pollster Stuart Spencer called 'a martyred surviving hero'.
Reagan did have something to offer the ideologues. He refused to negotiate with striking air traffic controllers and ultimately crushed their union. This legitimated the government's right to hire replacement workers (i.e. scabs) and gave Reagan himself 'a huge infusion of presidential credibility', according to the Washington journalist Meg Greenfield. Pragmatism and right-wing ideology, in this instance, came together. Foreign policy was more complicated. The Soviets hoped that Reagan would depart from the human rights moralism of Carter and become a dealmaker in the Nixon mode - and eventually he would. But meanwhile he embarked on a military build-up disproportionate to any Soviet threat and resorted often to apocalyptic rhetoric, telling West Point cadets that they were 'holding back an evil force that would extinguish the light we've been tending for six thousand years'. Yet in the first months of his administration he sent a handwritten note to Brezhnev saying he hoped they could begin talks towards a 'lasting peace'. His secretary of state, Alexander Haig, insisted that his department be allowed to append a formal letter denouncing a Soviet arms build-up. Only the confrontational part of the message was clear in Moscow. The Cold War rift widened.
While Reagan advocated an approach towards the Soviets combining pressure and persuasion, for much of 1983 the pressure intensified: American B-52s flew over the North Pole; Nato played nuclear war games near the East German border. Even so, he grew convinced that the US could not keep pressuring the Soviets without risking a third world war - a risk brought home to him by The Day After. With the express purpose of beginning to negotiate nuclear disarmament, he replaced Richard Pipes on the National Security Council with Jack Matlock, a career diplomat with a deep knowledge of Russian history and culture. Matlock wrote most of the speech Reagan gave on 16 January 1984, a dramatic announcement that the US and USSR shared an urgent interest in reducing nuclear stockpiles and ultimately aiming for their abolition. Reagan himself wrote the sentimental conclusion, an imaginary dialogue between a Russian and an American couple, Ivan and Anya and Jim and Sally: just ordinary folks who discover they actually have much in common. Mr Smith had come to Washington.
As Reagan set out on his re-election campaign in 1984, the task seemed almost too easy. He had already made good on the promises of his first campaign, cutting taxes and domestic spending, increasing the military budget. The impact of those policies was already becoming apparent in the growth of racial and class inequality. By the end of the decade, the incarcerated population would double (thanks largely to a draconian 'war on drugs' disproportionately targeted at Black people), and while the incomes of the wealthiest 1 per cent of Americans rose by 75 per cent, for the bottom 90 per cent the increase was just 7 per cent. The middle class was shrinking as income was redistributed upwards. But none of that mattered in 1984. As one of Reagan's campaign managers, Lee Atwater, reminded his colleagues, 'we should remember that President Reagan was elected to make America great again.' The longing to recover lost greatness was as powerful in 1984 as it would be in 2024, and Reagan knew how to appeal to it - especially when up against yet another colourless liberal in Carter's vice president, Walter Mondale.
The only complication arose during the first debate, when Reagan, as his national campaign director reported, 'came across as old, tired, and a bit befuddled. He groped for words, lost his train of thought, and mangled his closing soliloquy.' At one point, Reagan even admitted: 'I'm all confused now.' 'He was lost,' Mondale recalled. 'It was actually a little frightening.' The journalists on hand were astoundingly unfazed by Reagan's performance, which the president himself pronounced 'awful'. But there was no talk of inadequate medication or cognitive decline in those days, and Reagan made a big comeback in the second debate. When asked about 'the age issue', he joked: 'I am not going to exploit, for political purposes, my opponent's youth and inexperience.' The press, as always, was enthralled. Reagan walked the election.
His subsequent administration was characterised by his progressive mental decline and detachment from policy details, which became evident in his efforts to distance himself from any approval or even knowledge of the Iran-Contra affair. What saved his second term from anticlimax was his successful collaboration with Gorbachev. Despite Reagan's attachment to SDI, the two men began work on a series of bilateral treaties that slowed the development of new weapons for more than twenty years. They also issued a final joint communique after their meeting in Geneva: 'Nuclear war cannot be won, and must never be fought.'
Reagan's  overall legacy is more problematic. Along with his pal Margaret Thatcher, he played a central role in implementing a corrosive neoliberal agenda that privatised much of the public sector and dismantled the welfare state. We have yet to recover from the damage done, as societies on both sides of the Atlantic grow more unequal and governments less responsive to people's actual needs. In foreign affairs, apart from his co-operation with Gorbachev, Reagan's impact has been subtler than in domestic policy but ultimately just as disastrous. Contemporary American policymakers' obsession with 'democracy promotion' first surfaced in the Reagan years, with the creation of the National Endowment for Democracy 'to promote freedom around the world' (Boot's words) by working with both political parties, labour unions and the US Chamber of Commerce to underwrite democracy movements abroad. What Boot does not mention, but what everyone knew at the time, was that the NED was intended to do overtly what the CIA had previously done covertly: to undermine foreign governments that the agency had determined were threats to American interests. The appearance of openness gave a spurious legitimacy to election interference and other psy-ops that had previously been kept out of sight. Even before the end of the Cold War, Reagan administration officials were supplementing obsessive anti-communism with what Boot calls a more 'nuanced' view of foreign policy. George Shultz, Paul Wolfowitz and Elliot Abrams advocated 'democracy promotion' to challenge non-communist as well as communist dictatorships. The New York Times applauded. This widening emphasis marked the start of a shift from Nixon and Kissinger's realpolitik to what became George W. Bush's 'freedom agenda' - a mission to oppose whatever the US government identified as tyranny, wherever it appeared.
Reagan: His Life and Legend reveals much about the former president, but also about its author's transformation from palaeoconservative to liberal neoconservative. Consider this pronouncement, from a recent Boot op-ed: 'The world's leading illiberal powers recognise their congruence of interests and are drawing closer together to tear down the rules-based international order. The world's democracies need to be at least as staunch in staring down the threat from the "alignment of evil".' Boot borrows this phrase from an Israeli intellectual, a supposedly more precise augmentation of Bush's 'axis of evil'. 'Alignment' is a bureaucratic, Democratic word, straight from the Brookings Institution and the political science department. But the Manichean focus on evil remains, as the dying empire searches the globe for adversaries to confront. The messianic mission survives.
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Oh, My Pearl
Nicole Flattery

2206 wordsCandy Darling 
, the transgender actress and Warhol superstar, was born in Queens in 1944 and grew up in Massapequa Park, Long Island. She was raised as Jimmy Slattery - named after her father, a gambler and alcoholic who worked as a cashier for the New York Racing Association. As Cynthia Carr writes in her biography, Darling broke with her Jimmy identity early: 'She was always she.' She declared herself a recluse from the age of seven. Home was unbearable and school was 'the snake pit'. But her diaries show that she didn't experience her gender as problematic or painful. Take her description of an encounter with a psychiatrist when she was fifteen: 'Today Dr Oakes tried to tell me I've got a problem and I'm queer! Tomorrow I'm going to try to cut out in the morning and finish my [book] report in the candy store.'
What's a glamorous girl stuck in the suburbs to do? Go to the movies, style her hair, hang life-size posters of Kim Novak on her bedroom wall, plot her escape. Self-invention thrives in small spaces. Darling's friend Jeremiah Newton recalled that 'her pink bedroom held stacks and stacks of old magazines from the 1930s, 1940s and 1950s.' It was so cluttered that when she later returned to visit she had to sleep in another room. Carr describes a favourite childhood game:
Cousin Diane would play a famous star while Candy acted as her agent. They would pretend to be in some fancy restaurant surrounded by deferential waiters. 'All the waiters knew who we were,' Diane recalled ... '[Candy] would say: "I need you to shove those people right out the door to make way for us."' Diane's brother played the evil Mr Simms who would sit at another table, plotting to get the rich beautiful starlet to marry him.

In 1961, she dropped out of high school and enrolled at the nearby DeVern School of Cosmetology. Her impressions of Jayne Mansfield and Marilyn Monroe had the other girls in 'hysterics'. She got a part-time job as a hairdresser and specialised in extreme makeovers, warning one customer that 'your husband is bound to leave you for a gorgeous creature if you don't do something.' When the clients complained, Darling responded with indifference: 'If they want to look like common, ordinary, everyday housewives - no skin off of my teeth.'
By the early 1960s Darling had begun her forays into downtown Manhattan. She turned tricks and occasionally picked pockets. 'She was always the most glamorous queen on the street,' the performance artist Agosto Machado said. 'Whatever stoop she sat on was like the throne area and you could approach.' She set her sights on acting. When a friend suggested she take lessons, Darling replied: 'Oh I don't need those. I'm ready.' In 1967 she appeared in Jackie Curtis's play Glamour, Glory and Gold: The Life and Legend of Nola Noonan, Goddess and Star. She wasn't the lead, but that would change. Warhol was in the audience one evening and offered extravagant praise: 'For the first time, I wasn't bored.' The playwright Tom Eyen recalled that Warhol left that night with Darling on his arm. As she exited the building, Darling told him that Andy was going to make her a star. 'Really? Good luck, dear,' Eyen shot back.
But Darling, unlike many of her contemporaries, managed to escape what was known as 'Factory treatment' - a sort of freezing out, a reminder that Warhol could give and take away - perhaps because he genuinely liked her. He took her to openings. 'She was beautiful, polite, witty, poised,' Carr writes, 'the perfect date.' In 1968 she appeared in Warhol's hustler film Flesh, then in his unfinished movie Brass Bed. Soon she was bragging: 'I call myself Candy Warhol now.' She campaigned to get the lead in the film adaptation of Gore Vidal's horror show of a trans novel, Myra Breckinridge. The material was demeaning, but Darling never thought of herself as a cause: she was only ever an exception. She didn't get an audition, however, and Hollywood would prove consistently hostile to her. (The role eventually went to Raquel Welch; the film was a flop.)
In 1970 Darling appeared in Warhol's satire of women's lib, Women in Revolt (sample dialogue from a sex scene: 'Are you going to come?' a character asks. 'I think I'm going to go,' another replies). Vincent Canby wrote in his review that Darling 'comes very close to being a real actress'. In the same year, she appeared in the background of Jane Fonda's Klute. According to the theatre director Ron Link, 'You didn't direct her like a normal actress. In other words you'd say to Darling - here I want you to be like Lana in The Postman Always Rings Twice, and then maybe the next scene, if she didn't understand it, you'd say: I want you to do what Joan Bennett did in Scarlet Street and then she'd get it immediately.'
European arthouse credentials came with a role in Werner Schroeter's 1972 film The Death of Maria Malibran (Warhol encouraged her to take the part). Then came the full Elizabeth Taylor treatment, furs, premieres, restaurants (Darling was a traditionalist: 'Restaurants should have carpets on the floor, upholstered seats and be dark'). She wasn't interested in miniskirts: her idea of womanhood was embodied by Veronica Lake, Lana Turner and Novak, who was 'frozen' in a way that appealed to Darling. In 1972 Vogue ran a full-page portrait of Darling, Curtis and Holly Woodlawn by Richard Avedon. Darling held a heart-shaped lollipop emblazoned with the words LOVE ME. The high point of her career came when she was cast in Tennessee Williams's Small Craft Warnings. Williams thought Darling was 'marvellous to work with ... a disciplined performer and very funny and touching'. They became friends, confiding to each other their problems with men.
Darling was the inspiration for Lou Reed's 'Walk on the Wild Side', the Velvet Underground's 'Candy Says' and 'Citadel' by the Rolling Stones. ('I can't tell those Stones apart. Which one is Mick?') If only life stopped at photographs and movies and song lyrics. Darling had problems with housing, with intimacy, with money. She also had problems with her teeth. 'All I have is fifteen teeth left,' she wrote in a diary entry from March 1963. Judging by Carr's account, almost everyone on the downtown scene was distressed by this. 'Her teeth ... Her teeth,' Curtis wailed to Warhol. 'Everything was missing on one side,' the actor Paul Ambrose remembered; the director Paul Morrissey, who worked with her on Flesh, found the situation 'really embarrassing' and ensured that her teeth weren't visible on screen. Warhol paid to have them fixed, but even this didn't solve the problem. The caps had a habit of coming off. Newton recalled walking with Darling in the Village one day 'when one of her front teeth fell out into the snow in front of a firehouse. A fireman came out and said, "Lady can I help you?" "Oh, my pearl," she said. "I dropped my pearl."'
Throughout her brief, blazing career, Darling worked hard to appear superficial. Her topics of conversation were lipstick, hair, clothes, stockings, stars, men: light, breezy salon talk. Only in her diaries did she disclose the extent of her loneliness. One entry from 1973 reads: 'I have lived most of my life starving for affection. Spiritually and emotionally hungry. I lived my life through movie stars.' According to her friend Helen Hanft, the whole Hollywood dream was part of Darling's 'protective fantasy':
From this being her life and her father hitting her - she went into a fantasy world. I think it was her defence. Here she made this great stride to be a woman. That was a pretty courageous thing to do. I mean she probably would have ended up in a mental institution if she didn't, or on drugs, or a stoned alcoholic. I mean she would have been a real mess if she didn't ... I think 'covering' [with her superficial preoccupations] is what saved her.

Darling showed no vulnerability, even as people tried to humiliate her. When Helena Carroll, her co-star in Small Craft Warnings, refused to share a dressing room with her, insisting that 'this room says "women" on it,' she just laughed. The men wouldn't share a space with her either, so she took to the broom closet and fixed a star to the door.
Carr's biography is generous but refuses to make its subject a saint, and it's in her bad behaviour that Darling seems most alive. 'When Darling entered a room, men stood,' the playwright Robert Patrick said. 'They instinctively stood in the presence of the goddess. Before she opened her mouth and started the Candy craziness, she projected a real movie star effect. Aristocratic. Ladylike.' It would be naive to think that a woman who spent time at the library researching Jean Harlow didn't know how to use her allure. Carr relates a date with the curator Sam Green:
The moment [Green] remembered most came near the end of the evening, when Phebe's had emptied and waiters were upending chairs onto tables. Candy reached over to Green and, in his words, 'put those long thin fingers on top of my hand, rested them there for quite a long moment, and then said, "You know, I really am a businessman."' And that, she explained, was the Candy Darling business. 'Then she slipped right back into the role of Marilyn Monroe.'

Darling was a canny social climber (so what, as Warhol might say). Although her existence was radical, her politics weren't. She didn't care about the Stonewall riots. She bristled against feminism and described Betty Friedan as 'hard'. She could be outrageously (and amusingly) self-interested. At the funeral of Andrea Feldman (a Factory acolyte who had killed herself), she asked for Feldman's fur coat and received a reprimand from Newton. 'But she doesn't need it where she is,' Darling protested.
Her relationship to home was unusual. She kept returning to Massapequa Park throughout her life: to see her mother, Terry; to do laundry; to borrow money and occasionally to lend it. Newton described her childhood home as 'a haunted house. The interior was a jumble and there was very little food ... Very lonely out there. You couldn't go outside during the day. Terry didn't want people to see her walking around.' Although Terry grew more accommodating of her daughter, she always harboured a sense of shame.
On New Year's Eve 1972 Darling did something uncharacteristic and stayed in. She wasn't feeling well. By the end of the following summer, she was receiving treatment for cancer. She refused to stop taking the female hormones prescribed to her by several disreputable doctors, even though they were thought to be carcinogenic. When Bob Colacello, Warhol's biographer, told him that Darling had leukaemia, he reported: 'For the first and only time in the seventeen years I knew him, I saw him cry.' Warhol didn't visit Darling on her deathbed (he didn't do hospitals or funerals) but he sent her toothpaste and other useful items, as well as a portable black-and-white television. Darling, testing the limits of Daddy's love, demanded a colour set. Warhol sent one.
When Darling was first hospitalised and put on a men's ward, Lauren Hutton insisted she be moved. After the women's ward became a problem too, Hutton offered to pay for a private room. Darling had the best one in the house. Her old collaborators Curtis and Woodlawn turned up with flowers and vodka. According to Woodlawn, they got so drunk 'I'm surprised we weren't hauled out of there on a gurney.' Darling enjoyed playing the beautiful, dying woman, reclining among the flowers and receiving visitors. Her father, who had re-entered her life, wanted her buried in a suit. 'Over my dead body,' her friend Jacquie said. She was buried as Candy Darling. One last feat of self-invention: all the obituaries said she was 26 when, in fact, she was 29.
In 1982 Terry invited Newton to her new home. She had remarried and her second husband, as she put it, 'hated homosexuals'. She no longer wanted evidence of Darling in the house and gave Newton her daughter's ashes and whatever belongings he could carry on the bus. 'There's no place for Candy,' Terry told him. 'She's better off with you.' A couple of weeks later Newton wrote to Terry asking if she would be sending him the rest of Darling's belongings. Terry replied claiming she had burned them. This was untrue, and many of Darling's personal effects can now be seen at the Warhol Museum in Pittsburgh. Why did Terry lie? Perhaps she had a change of heart, one she couldn't quite admit to. She could have learned something from her daughter. In a letter to her cousin Kathy, Darling wrote: 'You must always be yourself no matter what the price. It is the highest form of morality.'




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.lrb.co.uk/the-paper/v47/n01/nicole-flattery/oh-my-pearl



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



At the Whitechapel
At the Whitechapel
Brian Dillon

1200 wordsPeter Kennard  is an expert in the obvious. His art - if that is the word - seems all polemic and assertion, with little in the way of ambiguity, connotation or aesthetic import. Photomontage, which has been his primary form for more than fifty years, is always in focus, its borrowed elements (however grainy, stark or blurred) arrayed on the same legible plane, all to the point and on the nose. Kennard, who trained as a painter at the Byam Shaw and Slade art schools in the 1960s, rejected both the gallery system and the theoretical turn among his generation - though he shares something with 1970s conceptualism when he says that he thinks of his montages as sentences. The impression is that each work says one thing and one only. John Berger wrote of Kennard: 'I would say his work was pure - if the word hadn't become dirty.'
Archive of Dissent, an exhibition at the Whitechapel Gallery (until 19 January), complicates the idea of Kennard's work as univocal and determined. As a student, he was politicised by protests against the Vietnam War. An early poster featured a blown-up detail from a John Filo photograph of the body of Jeffrey Miller, shot dead by the National Guard at Kent State University in May 1970, with a pool of blood in the foreground. Kennard's dyeline print bled red ink in the rain. He soon became a regular contributor to radical papers and magazines; the exhibition includes pages from the New Statesman, Socialist Challenge and Workers' Press. Kennard was responsible for well-known imagery attached to campaigns against America's wars, nuclear weapons and apartheid as well as for workers' rights and unions. Among his most reproduced images: John Constable's Hay Wain laden with cruise missiles; a skeleton reading the notorious apocalypse-preparedness leaflet Protect and Survive; and, on the cover of the New Statesman in 1979, Henry Kissinger with an American flag and a crying, injured child in place of spectacle lenses, bombs falling in front of his face. He depicted Margaret Thatcher as Queen Victoria: in one version, the fan in her hand becomes a Pershing missile.
In the mid-1980s, Kennard made a series of posters for the Greater London Council, then in its final days as a socialist hold-out against Thatcherism. 'Keep London out of the killing ground,' one demands, above a huddle of landmarks in a world bristling with missiles. Bristling missiles are one of Kennard's motifs; variously resembling a nest of knives or sprouting crystals, the warheads protrude from a gas mask worn by the Earth or lurk inside the half-opened dome of a nuclear reactor. Some of Kennard's most mordant images from this period proved depressingly apt decades later. In 1982, his skeleton in mortarboard and gown accompanied a Guardian article about funding cuts to universities; in 2020, now a professor at the Royal College of Art, Kennard made a print from the same image to help the hardship fund of the University and College Union. At the Whitechapel, visitors can flick through large, board-mounted versions of these works, as if at a freshers' week poster sale.
[image: ] 'Values' (1973)




These images are not without style. In the 1980s and early 1990s, you could think of Kennard as part of a renewed wave of graphic art and satire in Britain alongside Gerald Scarfe and the makers of Spitting Image. But Kennard's motivations and context were quite different. In some ways his montages, schooled on the radical European monteurs of the 1920s and 1930s, suited not only small-scale left-wing publications but also the pages of the 1980s fashion and music press, where designers such as Neville Brody had instituted a whimsical version of Russian Constructivism. It was both fitting and alarming to open a copy of the NME in 1981 and find, opposite reviews of Echo and the Bunnymen and the Cure, a full-page Kennard skeleton with a mushroom cloud for a skull.
Some of Kennard's photomontages directly invoke avant-garde precursors such as John Heartfield, Hannah Hoch, Alexander Rodchenko or Bertolt Brecht's War Primer. A pair of hands with knife and fork, poised above a plate sparsely scattered with small change, is a Thatcher-era variation on Heartfield's Hurrah, the Butter is Gone! (1935): a family glutting themselves at a dinner table laden with machinery, tools and weapons. So far so direct - but Kennard can also come close to the more oblique or Surrealist montage of an artist such as Dora Maar. Isolation Cell (1974) shows a figure suffering, possibly strapped, on a bare cot, while in the foreground there looms a huge hand - mechanical, organic, allegorical or hallucinated? Isolation Cell has the obscure, nightmarish atmosphere of Maar's Le Simulateur (1935), in which a small boy is shown arched in what might be agony or demonic possession inside a dark vaulted space.
In other words, a Gothic strain runs through Kennard's seemingly direct, even agitprop art. A montage made to illustrate an article on jury trials strays into dream territory: the judge is faceless and the jury members have huge naked brains for heads. Along with an actual politics, it's this strangeness that separates Kennard from the likes of Banksy, to whom he is sometimes lazily compared. The nearest he came was in 2005, in a collaboration with Cat Phillipps: Photo Op shows Tony Blair (shirtsleeves and lunatic grin) taking a selfie against the backdrop of a burning oil field. Banksy approved and included the image in an Oxford Street installation; a poster version is now in the collection of the National Portrait Gallery.
Photo Op lives mostly online, where it is resurrected, usually without credit, each time Blair gnashes his way back into public view. It's the work of Kennard's that most starkly puts the question: can the art of political photomontage continue to function as print declines and memes both crude and ingenious proliferate? Kennard was aware of the problem in the 1990s, when he began to turn towards gallery installation as an alternative medium. Archive of Dissent includes a number of these works: newspaper pages showing atrocities or economic statistics, arrayed in grids and faintly or intermittently illuminated. They introduce a degree of mystery, and duration, that is quite at odds with the Augenblick assault of Kennard's montage proper. One can see how the shift to the gallery and to installation promised an afterlife for photomontage, but it now seems like a retreat: not so much into aesthetics as into a false idea of presence and interaction.
The most urgent, contemporary-seeming work in Archive of Dissent is the simplest. Certain graphic and print media for political speech and image-making may have declined in recent decades, but we can hardly say we live in a world without placards, which have unexpectedly adapted to become walking memes, embodied instances of irony, sincerity, visual and rhetorical force, on the street or the screen. Kennard knows this, and at the Whitechapel includes a small forest of placards behind police tape. Stripped of their textual legends, Kennard's images remain precise and perfectly obvious: a Palestinian flag imprisoned in a death's-head hourglass, the words 'never again' being erased from a blackboard, a rain of bombs turning into grain sacks.
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Snobs, Swots and Hacks
Jonathan Parry

3352 wordsWhen we think  of the fashions of the 1890s, several objects come to mind: the tennis racquet, the golfing cap, the Daily Mail, a full-length Singer Sargent portrait, The Diary of a Nobody. In 1896, A. & C. Black purchased the rights to a dull annual almanac called Who's Who and relaunched it the following year in a format designed to appeal to contemporary taste. The original Who's Who of 1849 consisted of lists: members of the royal household, the House of Lords and House of Commons, as well as judges, archbishops and ambassadors. Its new publishers had the bright idea of supplementing this dry fare with more than five thousand biographical entries coaxed out of famous people. The new dictionary was designed to appeal to popular snobbery, patriotism and prurience. Its broadened coverage reflected the landed aristocracy's surrender of social leadership to a bigger class combining money and property: wealthy arrivistes were lapping up the baronetcies and knighthoods awarded in profusion by cynical Tory politicians. The ambitious late Victorian man could aspire to a satisfying variety of professions and an expanded range of dining clubs. And within five years, the Order of Merit and the British Academy would be created to pander to a hunger among the meritorious to be recognised and ranked. Who's Who sought to humanise these people by asking them how they spent the leisure time that the magazines of the 1890s loved to celebrate. George Bernard Shaw listed his recreations as 'cycling and showing off'.
Today's Who's Who remains a child of the 1890s. The editorial board stands by the book's original intention, to recognise people whose 'prominence is inherited, or depending upon office, or the result of ability which singles them out from their fellows in occupations open to every educated man or woman'. Peers and baronets still qualify by right. Half of the entries (there are around 32,500) select themselves through the attainment of particular distinctions: MPs, KCs, senior diplomats, dames and knights, university vice-chancellors, national newspaper editors, FRSs and FBAs. The rest are determined by criteria not made public. A few professions, such as my own, have become too commonplace to matter: Oxbridge professors stopped being listed automatically about twenty years ago.
In 2016, two sociologists, Aaron Reeves and Sam Friedman, began a study of the British elite founded on the 125,000 entries in the database of Who's Who and its companion volume, Who Was Who. They supplemented this body of material with some interviews - new or archival - with individuals selected from different generations of entrants. Their book is best when charting changes in the profile of the database over time. It shows, for example, that those born in the 1920s recognised the importance of the old boy network in getting them started in their careers, whereas those from later generations went out of their way to stress the importance of qualifications.
Changing tastes in leisure activities are neatly summarised. More than 60 per cent of those born in the 1880s and 1890s boasted of pursuits that the authors present as 'aristocratic', falling to less than 40 per cent for those born in the 1940s and 1950s. (Since golf provides half of both these percentages, the fall is really greater, since by the postwar years it had far less cachet.) Conversely, 30 per cent of the older generation and between 60 and 70 per cent of the younger are classified as enjoying 'highbrow' pastimes, which apparently include music, reading and hiking as well as collecting antiques. Those admitted to Who's Who in the last two decades are less likely to claim highbrow tastes, and more likely to list 'everyday recreations', such as friends, relationships and pets. The option of a more detailed analysis of sporting preferences has sadly been missed.
The authors' central boast is that the Who's Who database contains the 125,000 people who have 'shaped Britain' since 1900. This is their 'elite', and they argue that there has been an alarming lack of change in its composition. Our rulers are still drawn disproportionately from the nine major public schools (as defined by the Clarendon Commission report of 1864) and Oxbridge. Twenty per cent of Who's Who entrants born in the years before 1880 attended these schools, and the figure is still around 10 per cent for those born between 1945 and 1980. Between 40 and 50 per cent of those joining the cohort in the years 2001-22 were privately educated. The proportion who attended Oxford and Cambridge has remained more or less consistent, between 30 and 40 per cent, for all cohorts born between 1830 and 1980. Throughout the 20th century, more than 20 per cent of entrants had parents whose wealth at death put them in the top 1 per cent, measured by probate records (available online up to 1995). Reeves and Friedman call for 'urgent political attention' to redress these patterns of elite reproduction.
As some of these dates suggest, the analysis is not as current as the authors imply. No one is ever removed from Who's Who, and people are a long time a-dying. Most of the professional distinctions that confer automatic entry tend to be gained after the age of fifty - life peerages, silk, fellowships of the British Academy. The latest edition of Who's Who contains entries for a composite of generations reaching back several decades. Most of those who appear in it were at school and university between thirty and fifty years ago. Even if we accept that this body of people constitutes 'today's elite', they were not formed by today's educational environment. We cannot assume that our current social arrangements will produce a similar outcome in thirty years' time. It is too early for the book to reflect the impact of the revolution in hiring practices over the last two decades. Equality, diversity and inclusion processes have been more effective in some fields than others. To the extent that it was ever possible to talk of a socially uniform elite, it must now be more difficult.
Much of Who's Who seems more relevant to 1897 than the modern world. Why should peers and baronets be prominent in the British elite of 2024? Take Sir (Walter) John Scott, 5th baronet, countryside campaigner and snuff manufacturer ('chairman of Sir Walter Scott's Fine Border Snuff, 2012-, chairman of North Pennine Hunt 2008-'). Google suggests that Sir John is a rather small fish even in the small pond that is British snuff manufacture, though he has another claim to fame: between 2000 and 2003 he appeared with Clarissa Dickson Wright in a BBC series about country life. Reeves and Friedman's analysis of educational background should have been rerun after removing those with hereditary titles, in order to gauge how far private schools dominate other categories included in Who's Who. Only one baronetcy has been awarded since 1964. Sir Mark Thatcher (Harrow) is firmly in place, though he tells us nothing about his occupation or interests.
Who's Who still sets store by the attainment of particular badges of distinction in the traditional professions - the universities, the bar, the diplomatic service. It's not surprising that people who as undergraduates did well in examinations at Oxbridge and the colleges that make up the University of London should go on to collect a disproportionate number of these badges. The high-achieving type who is driven to work for a first-class degree usually remains driven to attain a KC and similar career prizes. As Born to Rule shows, there was a cultural change among Oxbridge students in the 1950s and 1960s. Members of the 'elite' who attended these universities in the interwar period didn't think they needed to work hard there in order to get a good job. Almost none of the interview sample born after 1940 said the same. They all noted the need to perform well in exams. An 'elite destination was no longer guaranteed', because competition for entry was much fiercer. In 1965, 27 per cent of students admitted to Oxford had top A level grades in at least two subjects. Twenty years later, 82 per cent had top grades in at least three.
The selection panel for Who's Who clearly struggles to handle walks of life in which 'distinction' is less easily measurable. It does not seem systematically interested even in the partners of the major commercial solicitors. It certainly has not found a way of embracing most of those who have clout in modern high finance - few of whom would want to appear in the volume anyway. For instance, there's no entry for Paul Marshall, the hedge fund manager, serial philanthropist, investor in GB News and proprietor of the Spectator. Fewer than 5 per cent of Who's Who entrants born in the 1970s are in 'business'. CEOs of FTSE100 companies are invited to submit an entry, but one looks in vain for the chief executives or major investor-directors of the biggest Premier League football clubs. Vinai Venkatesham, CEO of Arsenal until last year, isn't included (though this may change now he has an OBE), nor is the club's American owner. There was, however, an entry for the late Sir Chips Keswick, a former club chairman, educated at Eton, son-in-law of the earl of Dalhousie and a director of the Bank of England. Sometimes Who's Who seems determined to parody itself.
Born to Rule's other major problem is that it runs together two very different definitions of an elite. Its research methods suggest a traditional vision, based on a graded hierarchy of rank and distinction. However, its later chapters and concluding recommendations assume a more antagonistic idea of the elite as a privileged few with advantages of power and influence denied to the many. In these parts of the book, the authors concentrate on the 'wealth elite'. Most of the 6000 people in this subsection of the Who's Who database have parents whose probate records placed them in the top 1 per cent of national wealth. Reeves and Friedman's charge is that these people are 'able to deploy their wealth to accentuate their influence and power'. They may claim to have succeeded through merit, but this is a smokescreen shielding 'the most influential individuals ... from public scrutiny'.
The problem is that the authors present very little evidence that this wealth elite has either unity or power. The rich undoubtedly have serious advantages in modern Britain. (The Sutton Trust has produced several useful discussions of the problem.) Unpaid internships still exist in some fields, and low starting pay in many arts jobs gives advantages to those with wealth and connections. It is very difficult to get anywhere in precarious types of employment - including most of the arts - without parental financial help. The asset bubble of the last 25 years has greatly benefited families with investments, while at the same time inflating housing costs to levels that most young people struggle with.
The book shows that many of the families which maintain their status in the wealth elite over decades can rely not just on one generation of financial support but on two. Rich grandparents are as useful as rich parents. This is hardly news - there are few societies in human history in which family networks have not exerted themselves to support one another and prop up the family's status. The authors draw on Pierre Bourdieu, along with their own interviews, to demonstrate that a financially secure upbringing can encourage children to take investment risks, knowing that there is a security blanket if things go wrong. Again, we know this already. It seems that few weekends go by without a newspaper featuring an interview with a successful entrepreneur with a public-school education and a charmingly self-deprecating manner who has built a niche business purveying high-end furniture, posh chocolate or some other reassuringly expensive indicator of taste.
The authors assume that this wealth elite has 'real power' because it combines 'positional power and economic power'. But measuring this power requires more nuance than they can muster. In order to test the way 'the class background and upbringing of elites may affect their decision-making', they look at one example: the judgments made by the UK Supreme Court since it was established in 2009. They divide these into two: the 40 per cent of cases in which at least one of the judges had a parent in the wealth elite, and the rest. The percentage of 'left-wing' outcomes (typically a case when a public authority wins over a company) in the former group was 48 per cent as against 59 per cent. Since five judges normally sit, and since the measurement is so crude, this is a baffling basis for a theory. The Supreme Court's recent caution over its constitutional role has left it open to the charge of indifference to specific cases of oppression, as Conor Gearty showed in the LRB of 27 January 2022. But that is a different matter from arguing that judges have a crude bias in favour of protecting the interests of the rich.
The argument that the wealth elite have an 'outsized ability to further their political agenda' is buttressed by only a handful of interviews, with people who were able to retire early and take up voluntary positions. Hugh - all participants are given new names - became chairman of a university and hoped to use this position to support academic freedom of speech. Amanda's charitable work for artistic bodies allowed her to meet decision-makers and lobby them to support state funding of the arts. It's hardly news that voluntary bodies want to recruit wealthy people as trustees. But even Amanda's eloquence has not persuaded the state to scatter much money over museums and galleries. Meanwhile the campaign for legislation to protect academic freedom of speech was rejected by the incoming Labour government.
Neither probate data nor Who's Who itself is likely to reveal who uses their wealth to best political effect. Many wealthy families should have been able to maintain or improve their financial position in the generally very benign investment and political climate that has existed since the 1980s. But 'new wealth' - the wealth of the private equity firms, hedge funds and corporate banks, especially international ones - has had a much more obvious effect on Britain, not least as a result of the outsourcing of much social provision to private equity companies. More than twenty investment companies now have stakes in children's care homes, and eight of the ten largest private providers have private equity backing. They load up on debt while threatening to withdraw to more congenial jurisdictions if their tax burden is increased.
No doubt, some individuals have always pulled levers behind the scenes to benefit themselves and their families financially. But the authors have no evidence that the inheritors of old wealth can still act effectively as a class. Their claim that 'different forms of power often reinforce each other' is supported by one example - the self-made businessman Michael Ashcroft (state grammar and Mid-Essex Technical College). 'His wealth accentuates his political influence, and his political influence accentuates the power of his wealth.' Ashcroft's pursuit of influence has been eye-catching, partly because it has been unusually varied - it's difficult to think of anyone quite so energetic and relentless in his campaigning - and partly because it is quixotically blatant and opinionated. A man who wanted everyone to think that Boris Johnson's wife, Carrie, was a dysfunctional presence in Number 10, and that David Cameron had performed a sex act on a pig, can be said to be many things, but a secretive wirepuller is not one of them.
Reeves and Friedman  allege that the wealth elite 'tilts strongly to the right'. The comparison is with the rest of their Who's Who database, and is hardly surprising. In fact the wider database is very diverse politically. On the basis of questionnaire returns from current entrants, the authors identify three groups - one on the right, a New Labour group and a more progressive left-wing one. The right is a minority in all cohorts and represented by barely 20 per cent of those born in the 1960s and 1970s. In the wealth elite it is stronger but still only 37 per cent of the whole. The Oxbridge graduates tilt to the left politically and culturally.
Born to Rule does not display any sensitivity to the details of the political process or the nature of the modern political class. Reeves and Friedman assume that Whitehall and Westminster are run by wealthy wirepullers who operate on MPs, peers and elite civil servants. In fact, modern political parties are cadres in which officials, special advisers, friendly think tanks and pollsters largely determine what goes into manifestos and which issues are prioritised in government. Yet few of these people feature in Who's Who. The difficulty in analysing power is that there are so many different types. In 1880, after being prime minister for nearly seven years, Benjamin Disraeli used his last novel to observe that 'the most powerful men are not public men ... A public man is responsible, and a responsible man is a slave ... The more you are talked about the less powerful you are.'
All institutions are fronted by representational figures, who are supported by backroom operators. Since Who's Who is organised around specific measures of distinction, it features the first group much more than the second. Public-facing institutions need prestigious individuals to act as ambassadors, and to bear the strain of public scrutiny. These are demanding jobs, which confer power of a sort - the power to influence a public narrative about an institution, to bring individuals together to constructive ends, to obstruct or prioritise particular issues. But they mostly involve patient and emollient negotiation between fractious individuals. Continuous power over policy is usually delegated to the backroom. No one would try to include in Who's Who the people who really shape such institutions, and most of these people wouldn't be interested in life as an ambassadorial figurehead.
In the LRB of 24 February 1994 P.N. Furbank criticised sociologists for not understanding that class was a matter of rhetoric ('the proper way to study [it] is by introspection: by prolonged reflection on what is going on in oneself when one thinks "class" thoughts - a most devious and complex business, full of ruses and logical paradoxes'). If you want to be defined as a member of an elite, you need to obtain certain jobs, which will help you to attain certain honours and prizes. Many people don't want to do this. The whole notion of professional distinction seems old-fashioned. In the academic world, on the arts side at least, so much is published in such a variety of formats that most measurements of prestige have lost their standing. The 'gold standard' series of doorstopper books that the major university presses used to publish have been marginalised by snappier accounts. Some learned societies need as many subscription-paying members as possible. Others, terrified of being seen as pale, male and stale, focus their selection efforts on a belated makeover.
Do young people still aspire to join elites? In the last 32 years I have known hundreds of Cambridge history students. Almost none has wanted to be an MP. Some who are keen on public service have aimed at the Treasury, but not with a view to achieving a gong. Many others hope to work for international or charitable bodies. Those who want a steady and profitable profession become City solicitors or accountants. A few are drawn to startups. A large number try to earn a living as journalists, writers, artists or historians, or as policy wonks. Very few of them (and very few of the larger group of applicants from whom they were selected) attended the nine major public schools. They can't be reduced to a sociological unit, but many came from high-achieving state schools and the book-respecting university-educated professional classes - what one might call the LRB-reading classes.
This book's attempt to portray Britain as still in the clammy grip of toffs badly misfires. In reality, Britain's four quasi-elites - of birth, of wealth, of exam swotting and of political hackery - are more dissimilar than they have ever been.
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The future was social
Stefan Collini

5790 wordsWhen  did the 'modern' era begin? For the European imagination across more than a millennium, the most significant divide was between antiquity and what followed, such that for some centuries 'modern history' was held to have begun with the fall of Rome. Applying a different filter, the category of the 'Middle Ages' indicated the post-Renaissance sense of an epoch between the ancient world and the 'revival' of learning, with the period from the late 15th century then becoming the first modern era. In both these cases, the criteria by which periods were distinguished were intellectual, political and religious. But from the late 18th century onwards the most alert observers began to sense that there was a new type of society developing - new not just in Europe, but in human history as a whole - and here the criteria were economic and social. Briefly put, it came to seem that societies based on agriculture, crafts and the struggle for subsistence were being replaced by societies based, at least embryonically, on commerce, industry and the possibility of abundance.
Scottish social theorists of the Enlightenment were early in the field, identifying the lineaments of 'commercial society', but from the early 19th century it became clearer, to commentators in France and Germany no less than in Britain, that the growth of a new mechanised form of industry, together with the concentrated capital it required, was the force that was transforming the world. Steam power, machinery, factories - those areas in the Midlands and North of England where the landscape was being transfigured (many said destroyed) by these novel forms now began to be seen as the vanguard of this epoch-defining change. In the course of the 19th century, these developments came retrospectively to be characterised as the 'industrial revolution', a term that, though frequently criticised for being misleadingly dramatic and reductive, established itself in historiography and lay commentary alike. Some observers went so far as to claim that the changes in Britain in the late 18th and early 19th centuries ushered in a 'new civilisation', with its own distinctive forms of human psychology and social relationships. That claim could take various forms, but it was beyond question that, however the changes were to be understood, they happened first in Britain, indeed in England, with the result that, in the later 19th century and the first half of the 20th, English history became the intellectual laboratory within which ideas about the character or distinctiveness of the new type of society were explored.
A common thread in the variously inflected accounts of this transformation was the claim that, alongside the new economic practices and social arrangements, there also emerged a new way to conceptualise patterns of interaction, perhaps even a new way to understand human motivation. Political economy was a study (a 'science' in the eyes of its most enthusiastic votaries) that purported to proceed deductively from a few simple, incontestable axioms about human behaviour to arrive at universally valid 'laws' describing the relations of supply and demand and similar matters. This intellectual enterprise, according to its numerous critics, not only had damaging political consequences in seeming to validate policies of laissez-faire: it also encouraged a wider disregard for the complexities of human behaviour and the variability of historical and cultural circumstances. For those intent on imagining a future form of society that would not be disfigured by the perceived exploitation and injustice (and, no less important for some critics, ugliness) of the encroaching industrial system, it became imperative to try to dethrone the abstractions of political economy.
In time, a rich tradition of European thinking about the particularity of 'modern' societies provided the framework for the most influential forms of social theory and social science, from Marx's dissection of the role of capital through Tonnies's speculations about the shift from Gemeinschaft to Gesellschaft and on to Weber's analyses of the distinctively Western form of entrepreneurialism. But alongside these there were native British traditions of social criticism that attempted to undermine the claims of the unregulated market and its legitimating science from within, by telling alternative stories about the relevant stages of British history. In the late 19th century, historical economists such as William Cunningham and the first Arnold Toynbee tried to relativise the theorems of political economy by representing them as merely the reflection of one brief period of English economic history, which might soon be coming to an end. Among the various revisionist histories of the industrial revolution perhaps none was as influential with a wider public as that of J.L. and Barbara Hammond, who, in their 'Labourer' trilogy (1911-19), painted a dark picture of the way a rapacious ruling class had deployed the supposed findings of political economy to legitimate the various schemes of expropriation and exploitation that brought untold suffering to the poor.
Another historical line of attack was taken by R.H. Tawney, whose Religion and the Rise of Capitalism (1926) depicted early modern England as a society in which economic practices were informed and constrained by moral and religious norms. Tawney argued that the decline in the social power of such beliefs allowed the rise of more purely instrumental, profit-oriented practices in the 18th century which laid the foundations of what he deplored as the economic tyranny of the present. A revival of Christian social theorising in the interwar period coalesced with the influence of philosophical Idealism - which claimed, legitimately or not, descent from the late Victorian thinking of T.H. Green - to nourish lively debate about the deficiencies, and perhaps the transience, of what was variously identified as 'unbridled commercialism', 'market society', or (less often outside the Marxist tradition) 'capitalism'. Figures such as Tawney, T.S. Eliot, and the Idealist philosopher and master of Balliol College A.D. Lindsay came together in the late 1930s to endow this discourse with its distinctively high moral, at times Anglican, tone, yet these traditions of indigenous social criticism were to be given their most powerful summation in the work of a surprising figure, an Austro-Hungarian journalist who only arrived in Britain at the beginning of 1934.
Born in 1886, Karl Polanyi described himself as a Westernised 'Magyar-Jewish mongrel' who grew up in the 'Bloomsbury-on-Danube' world of the liberal bourgeoisie in Budapest which flourished in the decades before 1914 (Gyorgy Lukacs and Karl Mannheim were among his near contemporaries in a milieu nicely captured in Gareth Dale's excellent Karl Polanyi: A Life on the Left, which appeared in 2016). The Fabianism of Shaw and Wells stimulated an early political enthusiasm (Shaw was the subject of his first published article), but such inclinations did not easily find a home amid the political instability that followed the collapse of the Habsburg Empire at the end of 1918. Polanyi was guardedly supportive of Mihaly Karolyi's attempts to sustain a liberal-democratic coalition in Hungary, and more sceptical of the short-lived experiment of Bela Kun's 'Red Republic' (in which his friend Lukacs served as commissar for education and culture). But with reaction quickly gaining ground in Hungary following the military ousting of Kun's government, Polanyi left for Vienna, where, after a brief spell working for an emigre Hungarian publication, he was employed for more than ten years as a journalist on the Osterreichische Volkswirt, primarily writing about economic topics.
It is not easy to chart Polanyi's intellectual trajectory across the 1920s. He was sympathetic to the collectivist policies of Vienna's ruling socialist party, while being drawn to the guild socialism of G.D.H. Cole (his early Anglophilia persisted). Beyond current politics, his energies seem to have been more and more focused on challenging the pretension of free-market economic theories at a conceptual level, especially as those theories were articulated by the Austrian school led by Ludwig von Mises. But by the early 1930s the political tide in Austria was running irresistibly towards fascism. Polanyi's position as an editor on a liberal economic journal - and as 'racially' a Jew in fascist reckoning - became untenable so he emigrated once more, arriving in London in January 1934. He was 47 years old, without a job, money or obvious prospects.
Drawing on previous contacts made in Vienna, he became associated with several of the leading figures on the Christian left in the mid-1930s as well as with notable Labour Party intellectuals. (When later he was unsuccessfully applying for academic posts in Britain his referees were Tawney, Lindsay, Cole and Mannheim, a battery that might seem capable of reducing any appointments committee to rubble.) He was particularly impressed by Lindsay's Christianity and Economics (1933), which attacked the dominance of economic calculation in contemporary society; he even read a good deal of T.H. Green. No less crucial was his employment from 1936 as a tutor for the Workers' Educational Association, conducting classes in South-East England. In the early decades of the WEA there was a marked demand for courses in British social and economic history, its adult students eager to understand the origins of what were experienced as the harsh and unjust conditions of modern Britain as an industrial society. (Such classes formed the matrix from which the celebrated generation of radical WEA tutors in the immediate postwar years emerged, including Richard Hoggart, E.P. Thompson and Raymond Williams.)
Polanyi took these teaching duties very seriously, and when, after four years, he departed for temporary posts at colleges in the United States, he took with him the elaborate lecture notes he had prepared for his classes. His wife later spoke of how his years in Britain in the mid and late 1930s nourished 'that abysmal hatred of the market system, the passion behind The Great Transformation', the book he eventually published in 1944. In the acknowledgments Polanyi declared that, even though the book was largely written in the US, 'it was begun and finished in England' and 'its main thesis was developed during the academic year 1939-40' in connection with his WEA courses. This report is supported by the thorough researches of Gareth Dale (who also contributes a helpful introduction to this new edition): 'It was as drafts of economic history lectures [for his classes] that the principal theses of the book that was to make his name were first jotted down.'
Tellingly, one of the possible titles for the book that Polanyi favoured (before he was talked out of it by his American publisher) was 'Freedom from Economics', an odd phrase that nonetheless captured the essence of what was, arguably, to be his lifelong quest ('The Liberal Utopia' was another rejected candidate). In the event, the issue of the title turned out to be vexed in other ways. The exigencies of his imminent return to Britain in 1943, combined with the demands of a parting US lecture tour, meant that Polanyi had to leave friends to piece together the final form of his typescript for submission to the American publisher. The book first appeared in its US edition titled The Great Transformation: The Political and Economic Origins of Our Time. It was to be published in Britain the following year by Gollancz, a delay that enabled Polanyi to make several changes; both he and Gollancz preferred to give the British edition the title Origins of Our Time: The Great Transformation. A new edition was published by Beacon Press in 1957, now with its original US title (at least on the cover; the subtitle did not appear on the title page). In 2001 a slightly corrected version was published under the same full title, edited by Fred Block, and this is the version that now appears as a Penguin Modern Classic.
But the title is vexed, or at least vexing, in a more substantive way, too. Many readers and critics have taken the 'transformation' in question to be the arrival of industrialism. Indeed, the jacket blurb for the 2001 Beacon Press edition asserts confidently: 'In this classic work of economic history and social theory, Karl Polanyi analyses the economic and social changes brought about by the "great transformation" of the industrial revolution.' Others - following, it must be said, some strong clues in Polanyi's text - insist that the transformation in question is from the market system to the 'cataclysm' of the 1930s and 1940s and on to the more collectivist arrangements predicted to follow. Dale summarises this view: 'Despite common misconceptions, the title alludes to his prognostication, not to any historical sociology.' I wouldn't dispute that judgment, but it is worth pointing out that Polanyi's writing does sometimes give encouragement to the alternative reading. Still, the opening sentences of the book are emphatic: 'Nineteenth-century civilisation has collapsed. This book is concerned with the political and economic origins of this event, as well as with the great transformation which it ushered in.' The 'it' in the final clause seems pretty clearly to refer to the 'event' of the collapse rather than to '19th-century civilisation'. Textual and biographical evidence notwithstanding, the wider reputation of the book has been as an analysis of the transformation brought about by the industrial revolution.
This interpretation is made plausible by the fact that much of the book is devoted to charting the rise of what Polanyi most often called 'market society' in 19th-century England, the historical distinctiveness of which he emphasised very strongly: '19th-century civilisation' differed from all other societies in that it was based on the motive of 'gain'. This was a familiar charge in the English tradition of social criticism, though, in this bald form, it could appear an implausible assertion, since it might not seem difficult to detect the 'motive of gain' at work in various other times and places. But Polanyi's case, drawing on the work of Tawney and anthropologists such as Malinowski, was that in all other societies economic activity was 'embedded' (one of his key terms) in a restraining network of social norms and customs: only with the triumph of the allegedly unregulated market in 19th-century Britain did the pursuit of profit assert its primacy over all other considerations. Or, rather, not over all other considerations, for, in another phrase that came to be one of the signature marks of his work, there was always a 'double movement': each step towards the more complete installation of the unregulated market was accompanied by some fresh attempt at a form of 'social protection'. (This was, in Polanyi's view, not the result of socialist intervention, but rather the self-correcting method of economic liberalism itself; his main source for the details, if not the interpretation, was A.V. Dicey's Law and Public Opinion, first published in 1905.) The analytical underpinning of this historical generalisation lay in Polanyi's claim that the full flourishing of a market society depended on land, labour and money being regarded as commodities, but in reality they were not susceptible to complete commodification without seriously damaging consequences even for economic activity itself.
The strains involved in the drive towards such a system were most nakedly exposed in the case of labour. Treating as commodities the human beings whose labour power was necessary to the new productive processes meant destroying the fabric of their lives and their communities. This was brutally apparent in the closing decades of the 18th century, when the introduction of more labour-efficient machinery, combined with bad harvests and the war with revolutionary France, brought hunger and suffering to the rural poor in particular. The Poor Law that had been in place since Elizabethan times attempted to provide for those in need at the expense of the parish, but it struggled to cope with the 'able-bodied' poor who were now being thrown out of work in such large numbers. The chief response to this crisis was what came to be called the 'Speenhamland system'.
Meeting in the village of Speenhamland in Berkshire in 1795, a gathering of local justices of the peace attempted to mitigate the extreme distress being experienced by the labouring classes by modifying the operation of the Poor Law. The Speenhamland JPs proposed to give financial aid to the able-bodied under certain circumstances, essentially by setting a minimum income level that was tied to the price of bread and then topping up the worker's income from the rates when it fell below this level. They recognised that in bad times (and in the years between 1795 and 1834 there were many bad times) a worker would simply not be able to sustain himself and his family by his labour, so some form of communal support had to be given (forcing farmers to take on additional casual labour for short periods on these terms was a complementary feature of the system).
By the late 1820s and early 1830s this arrangement came in for strong criticism, culminating in a parliamentary report on the operation of the Poor Law in 1834. This gave a selective and damning account of the system's functioning in recent decades, arguing that it managed simultaneously to depress wages and remove the incentive to work. If employers knew that the parish would top up labourers' wages, it meant they could pay even less without fear of being unable to retain workers. But, equally, if a labourer knew he would get a guaranteed allowance no matter what he did, the incentive to work hard evaporated. Or at least that is how Polanyi, drawing on the 1834 report, described the drawbacks of the system. Modern historians have modified this view in various respects, including showing that the 'system' was only patchily adopted outside a number of southern counties, while also disputing that it had a uniformly depressive effect on wages. Be that as it may, the new Poor Law that was enacted in 1834 involved an attempt to apply the laws of the market more strictly to the 'commodity' of labour. There was to be no outdoor relief for the able-bodied; they were to be incentivised to find work by the prospect of being incarcerated in the workhouse, where conditions were to be deliberately maintained at a lower level than those endured even by the most poorly paid independent labourer. This was the infamous 'less eligibility' test: the conditions in the workhouse were to be so unattractive as to deter any able-bodied labourer from resorting to it.
Polanyi  devoted a surprisingly large portion of his book to discussion of the Poor Law, Speenhamland in particular. He saw the latter as society's attempt to slow the arrival of a fully-fledged market economy, applying instead older notions of a 'moral economy'. He acknowledged that commentators had given little attention to the topic in the 19th century, and he argued, revealingly, that 'it was not until the Hammonds (1911) conceived the vision of a new civilisation ushered in by the industrial revolution that Speenhamland was rediscovered.' That may be a rather brisk abridgement of the historiography, but it did indicate that Polanyi's whole project was founded on the idea that the industrial revolution ushered in a 'new civilisation'. Speenhamland was represented as the last spasm of the old humane civilisation; modern market society in all its rigour dated from 1834.
A further reason Polanyi concentrated so heavily on this episode was that he believed it prefigured subsequent debates about welfare. He noted, for example, that 'Dicey, in 1913, summed up his criticism of the Old Age Pensions Act (1908) in the words: "It is in essence nothing but a new form of outdoor relief for the poor."' Polanyi explained that his own interest in Speenhamland had originally been aroused by possible parallels with the welfare measures of the socialist municipality of Vienna in the early 1920s, and he argued that the system was still seen as a warning precedent in debates about various 'dole' proposals between the wars: 'Liberal capitalism in its death throes was faced with the still unsolved problems bequeathed to it by its beginnings.' It is hard to know which assumption here now seems more remarkable: that the problems with welfare benefits between the wars should still seem to be working out the legacy of the early 19th-century Poor Law, or that liberal capitalism was in its death throes (reports of capitalism's death have, like Mark Twain's, been greatly exaggerated). Nonetheless, the urge to read a moral into this moment in the history of poor relief has not disappeared. Fred Block and Margaret Somers, two of Polanyi's greatest modern admirers, conclude their analysis of his chapters on the Speenhamland system by declaring: 'The contemporary lesson is obvious; it is time to reject the ideological claim that the best way to fight poverty is by imposing increasingly stringent conditions on ever shrinking transfer payments to poor households.' The policy point is well taken, but it is not obvious why the route to this conclusion has to be via the deliberations of a number of Berkshire squires in the 1790s.
Polanyi's chief targets in the first part of The Great Transformation are Malthus and Ricardo, the joint founders, in his view, of a theory of political economy grounded in the supposed biological, and hence unalterable, nature of human beings (indeed, Ricardo is mentioned more frequently than any other figure in the book). Their theories were held to underwrite the wider political conclusion that generous-hearted attempts to mitigate the suffering of the poor merely exacerbated their condition. It is noticeable that Polanyi does not thereafter discuss the work of any other economists in the classical or neoclassical traditions: 'political economy' remains something of a reified abstraction, trapped in the confines of its early 19th-century version. This brings out a feature of the book that some more recent scholars have pointed to, namely that, although largely focused on the past, it is only episodically historical. Polanyi does not provide a connected narrative: rather, the argument moves through a sequence of generalised types, or at least of episodes treated in terms of their informing conceptual structures, rather than reconstructing the messy detail of what happened.
Each of Polanyi's sweeping claims tends to make modern historians' hackles rise; the interpretation of the industrial revolution, in particular, has become the Somme of historical terrains, with an exceptionally high body count. In terms of the debate that festered, rather than raged, between the 'optimists' and the 'pessimists' over the social impact of the transformation, Polanyi was a pessimist. He acknowledged that some economic historians could show wage rates rising across the first half of the 19th century, but insisted that 'a social calamity is primarily a cultural not an economic phenomenon that can be measured by income figures or population statistics.' Moreover, this was a uniquely British disaster: the rural populations of European countries did not, he argued, suffer the same 'moral and cultural catastrophe'.
Although  idiosyncratic in its concentration on the principles underlying the old and new Poor Laws, Polanyi's account of the industrial revolution, and especially his understanding of it as creating a 'new civilisation', was not unusual in British social thought in the late 19th and early 20th centuries. What was distinctive was the way he tied that historical story to an analysis of what had happened in the interwar years - cataclysmically in Continental Europe; less dramatically, but still unmistakably, in Britain and the US. The motor force of The Great Transformation was Polanyi's contention that a thoroughgoing unregulated market society was an impossible dream: he repeatedly referred to the idea of such a society as 'utopian' (hence one of the rejected titles). The so-called 'double movement', in which the excesses of the free market were compensated for, or patched up, was one expression of this truth. More ambitiously, he tried to represent the economic and political crises of the decades after 1914 as the inevitable outcome of the same self-defeating logic. The exact mechanism in this case was less clear: the attempt to maintain free trade based on the gold standard in a world of competing national autarkies signalled, he argued, the death throes of a doomed project, though there seems more than a hint of circular reasoning in this interpretation. In any event, Polanyi's book was an exceptionally bold effort to make sense of contemporary developments on an international scale by telling a quasi-historical story that linked the spinning jenny, Malthus and the Poor Law to the Wall Street Crash, the rise of fascism and the vogue for planning. The thesis that held the story together could be stated with brutal clarity: 'The origins of the cataclysm lay in the utopian endeavour ... to set up a self-regulating market system.' Or as he put it in one of his pithiest apothegms: 'In order to comprehend German fascism, we must revert to Ricardian England.'
If the cataclysm marked the end of 19th-century civilisation, it also signalled the arrival of a new form of social organisation. Polanyi claimed that he had seen the future and the future was social. That is to say, the emphasis on unregulated competition was now yielding to a recognition of what he called 'the reality of society' and the need for correspondingly collective forms of social responsibility. He was not alone in detecting moves in this direction in Roosevelt's New Deal and subsequently in Attlee's welfare state, though, like so many, he came to be disappointed in the achievements of the 1945-51 Labour government. And he argued that this reorientation towards the social was now an unstoppable tendency more widely: 'Within the nations we are witnessing a development under which the economic system ceases to lay down the law to society and the primacy of society over that system is secured.' The final chapter of The Great Transformation makes the case that freedom, far from being incompatible with a planned society and a regulated market, is in fact meaningful only under such conditions. Enthusing about this development, Polanyi in his peroration hit a utopian note of his own: 'The passing of the market economy can become the beginning of an era of unprecedented freedom.' This was a hot topic in 1940s Britain - both Mannheim and Eliot, for example, made it salient in their contrasting social diagnoses - but in this form it now has a dated feel, and of course the larger prediction about the passing of market society has, to put it mildly, not worn well.
In the years after the publication of The Great Transformation, Polanyi, who died in 1964, turned more and more to anthropology and earlier periods of history in an attempt to demonstrate that other societies exhibited no analytically separate or practically autonomous realm of economic activity. These inquiries were intended to buttress his claim that the 'civilisation' that lasted only from about 1780 (or from 1834 on the most stringent definition) to about 1930 was historically unique. It is noticeable that in the decades since his death Polanyi's work seems to have been of greater interest to anthropologists than to historians (mainstream economists appear never to have shown much interest, though more heterodox 'institutional' economists in the US took him seriously). The anthropologists' attention has been drawn in particular by what he has to say about the character of markets and their various forms of embeddedness or subordination to normative communal practices in 'premodern' societies. A volume from 2009 entitled Market and Society edited by two anthropologists, Chris Hann and Keith Hart, was subtitled 'The Great Transformation Today'. Among historians, E.P. Thompson might have seemed the obvious candidate to have continued or responded to Polanyi's work, especially since The Making of the English Working Class (1963) was focused on the late 18th and early 19th centuries and drew on many of the same authorities, including the Hammonds, the Webbs and company. But there is no mention of Polanyi in Thompson's masterpiece, and it is noticeable that even Tim Rogan - who in his book The Moral Economists (2017) makes a case for substantial commonalities in the work of Tawney, Polanyi and Thompson - cites no evidence of Thompson acknowledging or drawing on Polanyi.*
More generally, Polanyi's stock seems to have risen markedly in recent decades, with several volumes and conferences devoted to his work. As one observer has put it: 'With the end of the Cold War and the rise of neoliberalism, Karl Polanyi's ideas are, ironically, more relevant today than they were in 1944.' At first sight, it is not easy to say why this should be the case. It can hardly be on account of the cogency of his predictions. At the same time, the details of social and economic change in Britain in the years between the 1780s and the 1830s on which he lavished such attention have long since ceased to be the focus of contemporary political debate. More plausibly - the array of puffs assembled for this new edition encourages this thought - some contemporary readers may hope to find in the book a convincing repudiation of the forms of market fundamentalism that have dominated economic thinking and policy in recent decades. Polanyi is certainly a trenchant critic of such dogmatism in its 19th-century version; how far his thinking can fruitfully be applied to the globalised financial world that has developed since his death has been a matter of debate, though events such as the 2008 financial crisis were seen by some as giving renewed visibility to his analysis of the economic collapses of the 1930s.
As  a result of his peregrinations, physical and intellectual, Polanyi brought an unusual combination of perspectives to bear on his chosen topic. One could say that few figures in the British tradition of social criticism could match his command of the contemporary international political and economic scene, while few European social theorists possessed his understanding of the distinctive features of Britain's history in the late 18th and early 19th centuries. Aside from any reservations about how persuasively he connected these two domains, perhaps the most critical judgment that might be made of this noted critic of market fundamentalism is that he badly underestimated the resilience of capitalism, largely because his focus was on the defining principles of a market economy rather than on the power of capital itself. He saw the collectivist measures of the 1930s and 1940s as a practical recognition of the fact that the old ideal of the free market could no longer be made to work (he was far from alone in so thinking at the time). But policies such as the New Deal and, later, Britain's welfare state did not dismantle the fundamental structures of capital investment, with the result that what Polanyi predicted would be the new 'post-market' order turned out to be the corporate bonanza (especially in the US) of les trente glorieuses, which was succeeded from the 1980s onwards by rampant forms of financial plunder.
It remains as true as ever that there is no such thing as a 'free' market: all trade, investment and exchange depends on a complex network of supporting institutions and restraining regulations, which are matters of politics and culture, not simply of unfettered economic activity. To that extent, Polanyi's emphasis on what he called the 'embeddedness' of economic activity might seem in danger of being no more than a truism were it not for the fact that both governments and theorists frequently seem to have tried to ignore this truth. But, valuable though Polanyi's analytical framework remains, the world of private equity, hedge funds, credit default swaps and all the other instruments and practices of contemporary technology-enabled finance may seem to require a different order of analysis, one that wouldn't necessarily encourage an optimistic belief in the imminent arrival of a 'post-market society' (what the anthropologists may find helpful in thinking about less advanced societies is a different matter).
Another way to bring out the distance between the world analysed in Polanyi's book and the world today is to note that whereas the relevant debate in Britain in the 1930s was intimately bound up with rival claims about key periods of British history, contemporary critiques of the damaging role of 'free-market' ideology are now rarely cast in this historical form. Historians continue to dispute the explanatory significance of such matters as the 'financial revolution' of the late 17th century in Britain, the 'agricultural revolution' of the 18th century and so on, but the immediate relevance of those stories to contemporary politics has declined markedly. (There is, it's true, a large and diverse literature on patterns of capital accumulation over time, a topic to which Thomas Piketty's work, in particular, has given a fresh boost, but this is comparative work on a quite different scale, not directly tied to local memories of dispossession and exploitation.) As Polanyi's bibliography on the topic suggested, his account was rooted in the historiography of the previous half-century, his sources running from W.J. Ashley to J.H. Clapham via the Hammonds and the Webbs. How directly a work so deeply intertwined with that phase of historical scholarship on the industrial revolution can speak to contemporary political and economic circumstances in the early 21st century must be, at the very least, moot.
At first sight, Polanyi's may seem to be an example of what Ernest Gellner called 'Great Ditch' theories of historical periodisation, in which all acknowledgment of possible continuities or historical variability is swept aside by the emphasis on one major caesura. But on closer inspection, Polanyi's would have to be regarded as a 'Double Ditch' theory, since the great divide signalled by the arrival of a new civilisation at the end of the 18th century was matched by a no less fundamental break when that civilisation collapsed in the middle decades of the 20th century. 'Un train peut en cacher un autre,' as it says (or said) at French level-crossings; much the same can be said of summits when one is hill-walking - and of ditches when trying to divide up history.
After proposing that 'it is Polanyi's diagnosis of the corrupting consequences of the marketisation of labour power and nature that gives his work a contemporary feel and explains its continued appeal,' Gareth Dale concludes his biography with impressive realism: 'Yet the prescriptions he offers appear antiquated, even foreign, to 21st-century ears. He belongs to a lost world.' Dale identifies that world in terms of the reformist socialism of left-wing parties in Britain and Europe in the late 19th and early 20th centuries. But that 'lost world' might also be characterised as one where contested accounts of Britain's industrial revolution - the ditch allegedly separating modern from premodern societies - could still figure so prominently in political debate. Generals are said to be forever refighting the last war, whichever that was; perhaps historians and social theorists, in moving away from claims about a single great transformation, are showing that they now have little inclination to die in the last ditch.
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Two Poems
Ange Mlinko

582 wordsThe Stars over Red Rocks
Now you see, Urania, where the amphitheatre was.
They built it, like the ancient Greeks, all open plan.
Provisioned with natural acoustics, the space between
the two largest outcrops accommodates a crowd
and brackets the constellations; Cancer's claws
grasp at heaven as the wind from Saskatchewan
pours unstoppably through this pass, a scene
straight out of the fragment of that poem ploughed
from the ruins of the library, fragment fifty-three:
'The Big Dipper reached down to scoop the music
but only sieved it.' It also has that image
of all the women's hair lifted streaming in the wind ...
These boulders are untouched, virtually,
in the thousand years since she dropped the mic.
Two pianos faced each other on the stage:
the tilt of the lid propped open on the baby grand
echoed that outcrop there.
                                                 Professore     did
they bury the instruments with their divas     I'm thinking
of the lyre found in the grave of Queen Puabi at Ur
Or the horse buried with his warrior!
That's the truth those Bosendorfers hid:
that they were Trojan Horses, keys plinking
amiably until a chord change - ruse de guerre -
and then they were attacking, an archetypal force.
Hardly entertainment. Why do you think that lyre
was decorated with a lion-headed eagle,
a man with a bull's head and horns? Leopards
and gazelles? Lapis lazuli and gold they'd source
from mines and rivers were thought to inspire
divine song; instruments had to be regal
like the painted cabinetry of some clavichords
depicting mythological contests between gods
and hapless satyrs. These people weren't known
to embellish their instruments the way they tattooed
themselves, but little was hand-crafted in those days ...
Each act, each performer sought - what are the odds -
the fulcrum to move these rocks, said to groan
and thrash and sob, such was the magnitude
of Orpheus's gift for lamentation and praise.
See the angle of that jib, that cross-sectioned cone
of turbiditic sediment crushed by its own pressure
then subducted so it stands almost vertical?
And then the oblate boulders like dinosaur eggs?
The earth blushed here. Well     it is an orogenesis zone
Touche, Urania. Can Muses be funny? Sure
But while you were thinking me your pupil
trying to teach me Time        I was thinking miles and legs
fathoms and versts and parasangs        I'm far-sighted
as a seasoned mom        but Time        Professore forget it.
I see in long frozen exposures         like an early camera
Your eras are mirages        acts mirages of an era
The Madonna of Oranges
In the backwoods and bayous
they grunt for worms in April:
it's a kind of chthonic festival.
The method that tortoises use
works for robins, and for folk:
thumping the ground, they claim,
fools the worms expecting rain
(as if nothing else awoke:
After the bodies fall in Act V,
the actors stomp the boards,
resurrecting ladies and lords
before the worms arrive).
Grotesque oranges fall since
huanglongbing went after citrus.
Madonna of Oranges, pray for us.
Psyllids bring the pestilence.
When orchards are obsolete forms,
will you sponsor an Ubi sunt?
Will Floridian poets grunt
for elegies rather than worms?
Think of the scent gone forever.
Think of no orange blossom,
the loss to the sensorium,
the honey bee's chef d'oeuvre.
In greatcoat and red epaulet,
the blackbird croons a funeral.
Its breath creates a thermal curl.
As if to discharge the debt,
an orange thuds, summoning
breakfast for the early riser,
a worm, a phloem-coloniser,
an earworm: huanglongbing.
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Trouble Transitioning
Adam Tooze

3348 wordsAny  hope we have of containing the escalating climate crisis depends on getting to net zero, which will mean cutting greenhouse gas emissions drastically in the next few decades. Coal, gas and oil will have to be replaced with clean energy sources. In the language of climate policy, this is known as the green energy transition and is often presented as the latest in a series of transitions that have shaped modern history. The first was from organic energy - muscle, wind and water power - to coal. The second was from coal to hydrocarbons (oil and gas). The third transition will be the replacement of fossil fuels by forms of renewable energy.
 The transition narrative is reassuring because it suggests that we have done something like this before. We owe our current affluence to a sequence of industrial revolutions - steam engines, electricity, Fordism, information technology - that go back to the 18th century. Our future affluence will depend on a green industrial revolution, and to judge by the encouraging headlines, it is already well underway. The standard estimate is that energy transitions take about half a century; if that were true of the green energy transition, it could still be on schedule for 2050.
 This is the way that many governments and experts think about the future of energy. The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change takes advice from specialists in 'transition theory'. Analysts touting S-curves of technology adoption benchmark the take-up of electric vehicles against previous phases of technological change. Figures such as Elon Musk are cast as the Edisons of our day.
 But history is a slippery thing. The 'three energy transitions' narrative isn't just a simplification of a complex reality. It's a story that progresses logically to a happy ending. And that raises a question. What if it isn't a realistic account of economic or technological history? What if it is a fairy tale dressed up in a business suit, a PR story or, worse, a mirage, an ideological snare, a dangerously seductive illusion? That wouldn't mean that the transition to green energy is impossible, just that it is unsupported by historical experience. Indeed, it runs counter to it. When we look more closely at the historical record, it shows not a neat sequence of energy transitions, but the accumulation of ever more and different types of energy. Economic growth has been based not on progressive shifts from one source of energy to the next, but on their interdependent agglomeration. Using more coal involved using more wood, using more oil consumed more coal, and so on. An honest account of energy history would conclude not that energy transitions were a regular feature of the past, but that what we are attempting - the deliberate exit from and suppression of the energetic mainstays of our modern way of life - is without precedent.
 This is the argument of More and More and More, the latest book by the French historian of science Jean-Baptiste Fressoz. As he makes clear, historical experience has little or nothing to teach us about the challenge ahead. Any hope of stabilisation depends on doing the unprecedented at unprecedented speed. If we are to grasp the scale of what lies ahead, the first thing we have to do is to free ourselves from the ideology of the history of energy transition.
 Take transport, the history of which will often begin with stagecoaches and horse-drawn barges before proceeding to the development of coal-fired railways, petrol-driven cars, aeroplanes and space travel. As Fressoz points out, this schema is misleading. The first railways ran on rails held together by timber sleepers and, in the US, timber sleepers still predominate. American railway companies don't want to spend more money than they have to and insist that timber handles extremes of temperature better than the concrete sleepers more familiar in Europe. The problem was that the railways created the need for more not less lumber. For thousands of years, the work of felling, dressing and transporting wood was undertaken by men and horses. Until the mid-20th century, when petrol-powered chainsaws and then logging machinery took over, the energy output was organic: men wielding axes, horses pulling wagons. Today the timber is moved by truck and railway but, until recently, huge rafts of timber were floated downriver on the currents, a practice known as log driving. Organic energy has not been totally supplanted - humans are still required to handle the tools, haul the timber, lay the sleepers - but it is deeply intertwined with coal, electricity and petrol. Similarly, a car with an internal combustion engine is powered by petrol, but the engine itself is made of steel, which is smelted using vast quantities of coal. The concrete that is poured into roadways in many places is manufactured using coal. Asphalt is a by-product of oil refining.
 Fressoz is not the first to make the point that the history of energy is not a story of transition but accumulation, in which each new source increases demand for the others. The historian On Barak anticipated much of this argument in Powering Empire: How Coal Made the Middle East and Sparked Global Carbonisation (2020), which shows how the organic energy of human bodies was intertwined with the new coal-fired systems of the maritime British Empire. But Fressoz puts paid to the energy transition paradigm by showing incontestably that the great displacement never happened.
 More wood is used today, including for firewood, than ever before. As Fressoz points out, anyone who claims that the dawning of the coal age in the 19th century freed us from our reliance on organic materials has never been down a mine. Miners traditionally preferred timber pit props to hold up mineshafts not only because they are cheap and flexible, but because their creaking gives early warning of a failure. Survival as a coalminer depended on being a competent carpenter. Mines needed forests. As recently as the 1990s, mining in China was shaped by the scarcity of timber for pit props, which forced miners to dig tightly bunched, one-man shafts straight down to the coal seam instead of excavating extended galleries underground.
 Wood is bound up not just with coal, but with hydrocarbons too. The first oil rigs were made of timber and so, until the 1910s, was the 'barrel' of oil. Standard Oil was once the world's largest cooperage. Wood fibres married with hydrocarbons were the great hope of the early promoters of plastics. In the siege economy of Nazi Germany, pundits imagined a future based on synthetics derived from cellulose. It is a rich-world conceit to imagine that firewood is obsolete. In Kinshasa, the capital of the Democratic Republic of Congo, which is projected to become the world's largest city by 2075, an estimated 4.8 million cubic metres of wood fuel and charcoal are used each year.
 What is true of wood is also true of coal, which far from being displaced by the 'age of oil' is today consumed in greater amounts than ever before. The UK's gaping trade deficit is fed by imported manufactured goods which contain the equivalent of tens of millions of tons of coal, burned mainly in Asia. Even in the US, peak coal production wasn't reached until 2008, driven by a new generation of giant open-cast pits created in Wyoming in the 1970s. Oil and coal weren't substitutes but complements: without vast supplies of diesel fuel, the monstrous mining machinery would have been paralysed. And when you end coal consumption for power generation, as the UK managed to do in 2024, what do you turn to instead? The giant Drax plant in North Yorkshire now burns wood pellets imported from North America.
 Our distorted view of energy history isn't a product of pro-business techno-optimism. Plenty of Marxists are attached to simplistic stage theories of technology. As Fressoz points out, for all its supposed materialism and its abstract focus on surplus value generated at the point of production, much Marxist thought is uninterested in what actually goes on in factories, and far too ready to settle for cliches such as 'the industrial revolution' or 'the age of Fordist mass production'. Beyond politics, a more general ignorance, or even resistance, is at work. I am put in mind of Bruno Latour's thesis in We Have Never Been Modern (1991), where he argues that there has been a systematic blindness to the giant entangling of natural resources and technologies that has enabled the expansion and acceleration of modernity. In Powering Empire, Barak draws on Foucault to show that in the 19th-century British Empire, coal (and thus steam power) figured as independent of the human labourers that mined it and fuelled the boiler fires. The prevailing energy episteme required that the actual source of motive power be obscured. Fressoz acknowledges his debt to David Edgerton, who argued in The Shock of the Old (2006) that we do not understand modernity because of our fixation on innovation and our lack of interest in the way systems of production operate.
 Accounts of contemporary reality organised around technological synecdoche - 'the age of steam', 'the age of the machine' and so on - began to take hold at the end of the 19th century. What Fressoz aptly calls 'monomaterialisms' were popularised by historical economists including Werner Sombart and Thorstein Veblen as well as social and cultural critics such as Lewis Mumford. In the 1920s, the declaration of the 'age of Fordist mass production' generated a new wave of technological enthusiasm - this time for the motor vehicle and the assembly line - which receded with the Great Depression. In the 1930s, there was some anxiety that politics and society were failing to keep up with the pace of machine production, and that oversupply would become chronic. Such pessimism was overtaken by events.
 The surge in oil consumption during the Second World War and the years following encouraged a new wave of monomaterialist thinking, which has carried into the present. In his widely-read study Carbon Democracy (2011), Timothy Mitchell argued that as oil displaced coal in the mid-20th century under the influence of Anglo-American hegemony, it undermined the bargaining power of unionised mineworkers, dockers and railway workers, whose work centred on the mining and distribution of coal. A change in the energy system resulted in a change in the political order.
 Mitchell's account is in some respects just the kind of entangled history that Fressoz and Barak are calling for, but his analysis is vitiated by its monomaterialist account of history. The 1940s and 1950s did not see the displacement of coal by oil, but an acute shortage of energy. Oil was a complement, not a substitute. In most large economies of the world, coal-fired power stations remain essential for the supply of electricity down to the present day. And far from undermining labour, oilfields in countries such as Iran, Mexico or Venezuela were zones of unionisation, democratic activism and sovereign self-assertion.
 Given the geopolitics of the Middle East, the prominence of Opec and the power of the oil lobby in the US, it isn't surprising that oil-based monomaterialist theories of modernity prevail. But transition theory may not have become so dominant had it not been for the advent of the 'nuclear age'. The promise of nuclear power was great. Many thought it had the potential to replace all other energy sources and thus to bring about a true energy transition. However, the levels of investment and technological risk involved were daunting. A speculative long-term gamble demands a compelling vision of history. The promise of a comprehensive exit from fossil fuels - the energy transition to end all energy transitions - was the vision the nuclear advocates needed. Since fossil fuels were the target, it wasn't by accident that champions of nuclear energy were among the earliest proponents of climate science. The line was that the comprehensive adoption of nuclear energy would keep the planet cool. As Fressoz shows, by the late 1970s the closeness of the relationship between nuclear and climate advocacy was taken for granted. Their common enemy was the plan to replace increasingly scarce oil deposits with synthetic fuels produced by coal hydrogenation. In the wake of the oil shocks of the 1970s, this ruinously inefficient technology - first rolled out on a large scale by IG Farben in Hitler's Germany and later by the apartheid regime in South Africa - was seized on by the G7 as a futuristic alternative energy source. As was apparent even then, the implications for the environment were catastrophic.
 At the same time, the prospect of global warming was being brought to wider public attention, for example in the Charney Report of 1979, which forecast that a doubling of carbon dioxide levels could lead to a global temperature rise of 3degC. As Fressoz points out, the first reaction of many politicians and business leaders to these alarming predictions wasn't denial but a confident assertion of the ability of the existing system to adapt. Degrowth wasn't an option, nor were the radical visions of technological transformation put forward by theorists such as Amory Lovins, who in 1976 called for a future of decentralised 'soft energy'. Instead, they turned to the stage theory of energy transitions teed up by the nuclear industry. It offered an all-purpose vision of comprehensive change, shorn of any assumption of radical socio-economic or political transformation.
 Futurologists and economists converged on the energy transition theory to posit that it was only a matter of time before technological development, if directed correctly, would yield green technologies to replace fossil fuels, just as surely as cars had displaced horses. It was unhelpful at the time that quantitative economic historians such as Nicholas Crafts were debunking simplistic stories of the industrial revolution. But such subtleties were ignored in favour of the fables spun by future Nobel Prize winners such as the economist William Nordhaus, who insisted that economic growth should not be fettered by unduly heavy carbon pricing for fear that slower growth would retard the technological transition. In due course, this would allow the planet to stabilise somewhere between 2.7 and 3.5degC of warming. Having estimated a loss function and weighed the costs of investment and adaptation, Nordhaus's sage advice was that growth was the best way to get to this new equilibrium.
Thinking  in terms of energy transitions is, in Fressoz's view, one of the main reasons truly radical action on climate has been delayed. Like Nathaniel Rich and Naomi Klein, he sees the 1980s as the decade in which the opportunity for decisive early action was lost. Fressoz concludes More and More and More with a sceptical coda on recent developments. He is no fan of Green New Deals or big-push investment programmes. He has nothing but scorn for the 'nebulous group of neo-Keynesian experts, NGOs and foundations thriving in the shadow of the COPs' who 'regularly put forward estimates of the "cost of transition"' - four trillion dollars a year, for instance, in a recent report - without any indication of the way this money would 'change the chemistry of cement, steel or nitrogen oxides, or how it would convince producing countries to close their oil and gas wells'. Not only do advocates of the Green New Deal and Green Marshall Plan have little grasp of technology, but Fressoz also scoffs at their habit of festooning their climate plans with other egalitarian objectives. 'It's all very well to mock the supposed "techno-solutionism" of engineers,' Fressoz writes, 'but the normative positions on climate that prevail in the social sciences are even more ridiculous.'
 Fressoz doesn't wish to dismiss the possibility of change. The point, rather, is to dereify it. But how then do we describe and analyse the changes that are underway? If we are to achieve an energy transition, it will not follow a familiar timetable. It must mark a fundamental break with an otherwise irresistible logic of accumulation. It doesn't require unanimity or consensus. It doesn't require that no one is left behind. What it does require is a powerful coalition to impose its will, to make history in the most radical sense. It is hard not to be reminded of the contrast drawn by Marx between, on the one hand, our existing state of 'prehistory', in which we live in a confused turmoil, buffeted by contradictory social forces that we glimpse only through the distorting lens of ideology, and, on the other, the promise of an era of autonomous history-making to come, in which humanity will direct its destiny. As Fressoz describes it, a true energy transition would require nothing less.
 This is at least a good deal clearer than conventional transition talk. But, formulated this way, it can't help but seem hopelessly out of reach. And, as far as net zero by 2050 and stabilisation at 1.5degC of warming are concerned, that may be so. But having put paid to naive hope, it is a shame that Fressoz concludes his book in the early 1990s. Over the last quarter-century, a new kind of energy history has been made in the development of green technologies and the decarbonisation of parts of the energy system. For the reasons Fressoz lays out, it is coal rather than oil that is at the centre of this push. The closure of coal-fired power stations doesn't, of course, mark a complete departure from coal. And new energy technologies come, as usual, with their own material entanglements. We need key minerals in huge quantities. But it is change on a scale that would have been thought impossible until quite recently. To clearly assess the possibilities of the present moment we must rid ourselves of the obfuscating vision of an energy transition. But, having done that, we will need a demystified, non-teleological account of the limited but significant changes that are already underway, an account that moves beyond the chronological and conceptual confines of Fressoz's era, in which the climate problem was first fully defined.
More and More and More is iconoclastic in every respect except one: its Western centrism. The history of energy as told here is surprisingly Anglocentric, far more so than Barak's account of coal in the British Empire. The dominance of the Anglo-American energy model in the 20th century isn't debatable, but Fressoz is a historian who understands the scale of things. Already in the 1980s and 1990s it was clear that an account focused on Western Europe and the US could not carry us into the 21st century. From the late 1970s, pollution in the Soviet bloc took on grotesque proportions. In the last decades of the 20th century, all the new centres of heavy industrialism were to be found in East Asia. Japan and South Korea became the great new centres of steel production and shipbuilding. The 21st century began with an explosion of industrial production and energy use in China unlike anything seen before or since. In the production of steel and cement China recapitulated the entire industrial history of humanity in the space of two decades. As a result, Europe and the US are today responsible for less than a quarter of global emissions.
 Fressoz is right to say that any hope we have of future climate stabilisation depends on making a break with the last three centuries of energy accumulation - and with its misleading portrayal. But if we extend that idea to the present moment, that also means breaking with the Western-centric framing of Fressoz's own work. What makes this future so hard to conceive, at least in the West, is not only its radical novelty, which exceeds the impoverished ideological categories that have framed our understanding of modernity, but also its non-Western origins. Both the escalating crisis and the main thrust of the energy transition are being driven not by the West but by the vast forces of economic and technological change that are at work in Asia, and above all in China. Fressoz has given us a properly materialist history of the 20th century. A 21st-century sequel must carry that logic to its global conclusion.
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Slim for Britain
Susan Pedersen

3464 wordsBook titles  are like city buses: they bunch up and arrive in packs. When historians were obsessed with identity, collective nouns proliferated: Citizens (1989), Britons (1992), Commoners (1993), Aristocrats (1994). Foucault prompted genealogies of 'isms': orientalism, internationalism, imperialism, globalism, neoliberalism. But for historians, nothing beats the gerund: the verb made noun, process as subject - this is what we do. Think of all the book titles beginning with 'producing', 'imagining', 'forging' or 'inventing', not to mention 'reproducing', 'reimagining', 'recasting' and 'reinventing'. But the ultimate gerund title word is 'making'.
 Something has happened to 'making', though, since E.P. Thompson's The Making of the English Working Class (1963). Thompson's title tells us that his subject is a discrete historical process, class-making. In the book, he'll specify the large forces at work in that making - class struggle, state power, political economy, sheer greed - but those forces don't feature in the title. These days, titles often reverse the causal connection: instead of promising to explain how the subject was 'made', they'll show how the subject 'made' something - the British Empire, say, or the global order or neoliberalism or even 'the modern world'.
 If you put 'and the making of the modern world' into Amazon's search bar, you find the following subjects at the beginning of a title: Genghis Khan, Africa and Africans, Sultan Selim, warfare and constitutions, slave revolts, 'industrial revolutionaries', drugs and the Inquisition. 'How' is having a moment, so if you change the formula to 'how X made the modern world', Freemasons, 'six innovations', Japan, Britain, 'play' and Muslims top the competition - with company-states, meritocracy and the English-speaking peoples pressing up behind. If you swap 'shaped' for 'made' the top contenders include 'hunger for ownership', 'a dangerous mathematical theory', population, Britain's quest for food, the British navy, tea and - an interesting throwback - the barbarian invasions. Britain features centrally but you can choose the slant: Niall Ferguson's Empire: How Britain Made the Modern World or Sathnam Sanghera's Empireworld: How British Imperialism Has Shaped the Globe.
 Ferguson and Sanghera really are writing about how one big thing made another, but most authors of 'X and the making' books are not. They're specialists, certain of their subject's significance, and not likely to take on the question 'compared to what'? Was Genghis Khan or Sultan Selim more important in 'making the modern world'? Inventions or constitutions? Slave revolts or the British navy? Tea or drugs? Maths or 'play'? A reader scanning bookshop shelves understands that such titles are just a way of saying that a particular person, place, process or thing is more important than you thought, and you'd best buy the book to learn about it. Whether the link can bear much causal weight is another question.
 The subtitle of Tehila Sasson's The Solidarity Economy: Non-Profits and the Making of Neoliberalism after Empire reflects today's titling conventions. The subject is not in fact all non-profit organisations but rather the connection between specific British non-profits and a specific form of governing ideology and practice (neoliberalism) at a specific time (after empire), roughly from the 1950s to the 1990s. The book's method is genealogical, not social-scientific, with both origin and outcome fixed from the start. (Note that the method allows recovery of the connecting thread but not a test of its strength in comparison to other threads.) Sasson is not concerned with the prominent non-profits that support health, education, environment, the arts and - this being Britain - various appealing animals, but rather those active in international work, pre-eminently Oxfam but also War on Want, Christian Aid, Save the Children and a few others. Sasson has interesting things to say about the way in which these charities' international aid projects came to affect social policy within Britain, but the voluntary sector tout court is not her subject.
 Once I grasped this, I learned a lot from Sasson. Her argument is, roughly, that international aid organisations - influenced by a long tradition of voluntary service, a desire to find a role after empire and a dislike of the supposed soullessness and impersonality of postwar state-led development and planning - devised programmes and campaigns that relied on and promoted entrepreneurialism, consumerism, individualism and anti-statism. Non-profits weren't simply too weak to defend against those forces of financialisation, marketisation and privatisation that we lump together under the term 'neoliberalism', but embraced them. This is the sense in which they were part of the 'making' of neoliberalism after empire, with damaging results. As Sasson puts it most strongly in her conclusion, the non-profit sector 'helped cement post-imperial inequalities and new divisions of labour between Third World producers and British consumers. In a period marked by deindustrialisation and a crisis of unemployment, the solidarity economy not only mirrored the landscape of global labour relations but also contributed to it.'
 Sasson considers a number of canonical figures in the postwar pantheon of left-leaning 'makers' of the welfare state - Richard Titmuss, Michael Young and E.F. Schumacher - and argues that their international work in an era of rapid decolonisation led all three to look with a more critical eye on statism and 'planning'. Gandhi was a major influence: his emphasis on community development and discomfort with 'materialism' dovetailed with ethical socialist traditions that had long sought to develop character traits and habits - altruism, solidarity - that would overcome antagonisms of class and nation. In 1955 Schumacher, while working as chief economic adviser to the National Coal Board (precisely the sort of 'peak' planning body we associate with the postwar order), spent three months in Burma as a UN economic consultant. He later recalled that after only a couple of weeks he 'realised that the Burmese needed little advice from a Western economist like me', and that in fact 'we Western economists could learn a thing or two from the Burmese.' What Schumacher learned became the building blocks of an alternative model of development, one that was village-level, low-technology, low-capital and human scale.
 These ideas, and the charities that promoted them, were welcomed by a population already accustomed to see voluntary work as an ethical imperative: in 1991, 76 per cent of Britons reported doing some form of work in the voluntary sector. Much of that work had nothing to do with international aid, of course, but many Britons wanted to 'help' overseas populations in some way that might be free from (and free them from) the taint of empire. Oxfam in particular took advantage of a new culture of affluence and of the enthusiasm of (mostly female) volunteers to open charity shops on high streets - shops that could cater to economically diverse customers while also funnelling support to Oxfam's overseas programmes. Sasson disentangles the ways Oxfam and other charities secured exemption from sales, income and property taxes in the 1960s and 1970s: this is why charity shops still exist on high streets while local businesses go under. Non-profits, she argues, were turning themselves into 'a third sector of the economy', promising citizens - who could exercise 'choice' as consumers, not just as voters - a means of doing good through shopping.
 From here it was a short step to the drive for ethical production and 'fair trade'. Sasson locates one seed of this now worldwide movement in Oxfam's effort to develop the global handicraft market, first by having aid workers identify handicrafts to sell in its shops and then bypassing middlemen to source goods from indigenous producers and co-operatives directly. In the late 1960s, Oxfam pioneered a venture called Helping by Selling and then founded a fair trade company known as Oxfam Bridge. Fusing Gandhian ideals of low-technology indigenous manufacturing with entrepreneurialism, Bridge helped producers use 'traditional' skills (even if those skills now had to be relearned) to craft goods that would appeal to metropolitan tastes; by 1990, it was working with 295 groups in 43 countries and generating PS8.5 million in sales. What had begun in the 1960s as an initiative to sell handmade ornaments and dolls had become a 'solidarity market'. Yet while Oxfam was able to train indigenous producers to respond to demand in the rich world, it had no way of ensuring decent conditions of work. 'The reality was that many projects depended on poor working conditions, child labour and low wages.'
 There were alternatives. The economists and activists who formed the Haslemere Group in 1968 urged the British government to atone for past colonial rapacity by using commodity pricing agreements to improve developing countries' position in world markets. The problem was that obligations towards former colonies, say by upholding price agreements that favoured Caribbean sugar, came up against the protections demanded by European sugar-beet producers, and, with Britain seeking to enter the EEC, the Caribbean producers lost out. Once again emphasising voluntary rather than political solutions, non-profits concentrated on 'lifestyle' activism, urging Britons to reduce food waste and change eating habits to raise money for famine relief. Given the way the West's rapacious meat consumption has displaced rural populations and driven climate change, I'm not sure that we should be entirely dismissive of such campaigns (I'm old enough to have cooked Diet for a Small Planet dishes), but some initiatives, such as the Oxfam Slimming Clubs that promised women they could fit into new fashions if they donated food, do sound distinctly odd today. For Sasson, this is again a declension narrative: what began as an effort to revise international trade agreements turned into 'a minimal politics of aid concentrated on individual responsibility'.
 Voluntarism rather than regulation also underwrote the drive in the 1980s to introduce codes of corporate practice - campaigns that, Sasson argues, 'devised a business ethics that meant to further corporate power rather than limit it'. She draws a line from the Society for Democratic Integration in Industry (Demintry), established in 1958 to promote common ownership of industries, to efforts to build village-level enterprises, to the adoption of codes of conduct by multinational corporations facing exposes of degrading working conditions on, say, tea plantations. These were touted as humane alternatives to a 'state-led welfarist model', but - given that trade unions were the only effective voice for workers' interests and that such efforts were 'deeply rooted within a critique of trade unionism' - far from improving conditions, the campaigns 'ended up curtailing the power of workers in industry'.
 During the 1970s, newly independent states had borrowed money for development, only to find themselves in serious financial straits as primary product prices fell, currencies lost value, and the IMF imposed increasingly draconian reforms - reforms that, Julius Nyerere and Michael Manley charged at the South-North Conference held in Arusha in 1980, were undermining the sovereignty the new states had ostensibly just won. This was the year sub-Saharan debt reached $84 billion; by 1995 the figure was $220 billion (and the total Third World debt $2 trillion). Sasson ends her book with a smart, characteristically pessimistic account of the way non-profits - Oxfam, the World Development Movement and especially War on Want - responded to the debt crisis. I vividly remember the harrowing ad that aid organisations ran in cinemas in the mid-1980s. As a voiceover repeated one sentence - 'in the last twelve months Africa has paid out over four times as much in debt repayments as it has received in emergency aid' - a host of barefoot and stricken African mothers dropped their dead children into what appears to be a mass grave, only for the camera to pull back to reveal it as a giant and repellent piggy bank. 'Bury the debt, not the dead' was the message that followed on screen.
 One might wince to see Africans (especially women) portrayed again entirely as suffering victims, but such campaigns were effective: by 2001, $110 billion of debt had been cancelled. (Sasson's source for this figure is a 2010 dissertation and it needs more discussion.) Sasson stresses, though, that debt cancellation was granted on condition of promising to abide by IMF and World Bank strictures. It was not 'structural reform'. Rather, 'like many of the programmes to make capitalism ethical that emerged starting in the 1960s, it embraced much of the existing structural framework of the global economy and in some cases even strengthened it.'
 The kind of 'development' that non-profits and global financial bodies could agree on conformed both to Schumacher's 'small is beautiful' ideals and to the imperative to train people in the kind of 'market thinking' necessary in a neoliberal world. The microfinance movement, especially as practised by Muhammad Yunus's Grameen Bank, was much praised for its use of tiny loans, mostly to women, to support entrepreneurial efforts that might lift them out of poverty for good. It was this model, Sasson shows, that was reimported back to the US and Britain in the New Democrat/New Labour years, in the form of urban credit programmes serving mostly inner city, immigrant, African American or Latina women seeking to start small ventures. What Sasson thinks of it, though, is captured in the title of the conclusion to her final chapter: 'Credit Where Solidarity Is Due'.
Iclosed  her book feeling appreciation but also frustration. Some marvellous research, especially in the Oxfam archives, underpins it. Sasson explains some things that have puzzled me for years, not least why 11,000 charity shops survive in the UK. Her attention to the elective affinity between the voluntary sector's long reliance on individual service and the entrepreneurial culture of neoliberalism, and to the way this fed efforts to foster indigenous production, is illuminating. But affinity is not causation, and it isn't clear just how much significance one can accord to the work of these charities in 'making' neoliberalism, or even in making some of the specific reforms discussed. That $110 billion in debt relief is clearly significant, but how important were British non-profits in its negotiation? Fair trade has become a behemoth, but how important was Oxfam Bridge - in comparison to Dutch co-operatives or American hipster coffeemakers - in carving out its market share? There's the PS8.5 million generated by Bridge by 1990, but as the UK population was 57 million at the time, and GDP per capita PS14,000, the figure amounts to about 15p per Briton per year - not nothing, but perhaps not the best evidence for Oxfam's crucial role as the handmaiden of global capitalism.
 Sasson is aware of this problem. She admits that charity trading wasn't developed by aid organisations alone and that campaigns for fair trade, debt relief and corporate accountability were all global movements, but in her desire to make strong claims she allows a kind of elision between international charities and 'non-profits' and between Britain and the 'global'. She then charges those non-profits with foreclosing social-democratic alternatives (they 'elbowed aside the state agencies and trade unions that had previously represented workers and consumers in the economy'), but except for the Haslemere Group the feasibility (or even existence) of those alternatives isn't spelled out.
 This combination of over-assertion and under-specification is unfortunate, because no one who has lived in Britain would contest that Oxfam (and Save the Children, War on Want, Live Aid and the other big aid campaigns and organisations) did matter a lot: they don't need to be credited with expediting neoliberalism and burying social democracy. As Sasson shows, at a moment of imperial reckoning, Oxfam in particular got under people's skin, offering activism and expiation, and its strategic choices lastingly marked British retail and urban landscapes. Oxfam GB today spends just under PS400 million a year, which doesn't place it among the top ten UK charities by expenditure (in 2023, Save the Children was the only international aid charity to join the big arts and health organisations - the Arts Council, the National Trust, Cancer Research - on that list), but it is active in more than fifty countries, probably not just instructing poor people in capitalist values. Of the forty shopfronts (two betting shops, two nail salons, two hair salons, a key cutter and a smattering of kebab, pizza and Chinese eateries) in the rather down-at-heel shopping precinct wedged between a Primark and a pub near where I rent in the summer, ten are charity shops. Eight of those focus on health and disadvantage (Cancer Research, British Red Cross, Sense, Mind) and one on animals (the RSPCA) - but one, of course, is an Oxfam shop.
 Sasson's most perceptive findings have to do with Oxfam's history. Why, then, didn't she write a history of Oxfam? We could use such a book, for which Emily Baughan's excellent Saving the Children (2021) could serve as a model. To begin to answer that question, I refer you to Sasson's acknowledgments. I don't know if Sasson intended to use this most revelatory part of most scholarly books to lay bare the way the neoliberal US academy shapes young scholars' lives, but she has done that. As everyone involved in US graduate education knows, between the general retreat of the humanities, the casualisation of university labour and the end of mandatory retirement (no intergenerational solidarity here), the PhD job market is terrible, and perhaps especially so in 'old world' fields that seem less relevant and edgy as the US looks inward or pivots south and west. US-trained historians of Britain have responded by rebranding themselves as 'international' or 'imperial' historians (Sasson has done both), by emphasising their thematic expertise in history of science or public health or economics (Sasson did this too), and, if they can, by framing their studies in ways that address current scholarly preoccupations, of which neoliberalism and the legacies of imperialism are among the most insistent. Yet even those adjusting most cannily to the market, and lucky enough to enter it before the pandemic cut off opportunities for a few years, often spend time in various holding tanks, some gilded, some not, and don't always land on their feet. With what effect on their lives and work?
 Sasson thanks, excluding family, some 250 people for help in producing her book. It began life as a dissertation written at Berkeley under the supervision of Thomas Laqueur and James Vernon, whose students have done so much to document the way neoliberalism shaped every aspect of British life - financial markets, town planning, culture, humanitarianism. (Sasson thanks Berkeley faculty and graduate students, and 52 'fellow travellers of the mind and the archives' for support and encouragement.) She then took up a Past & Present postdoctoral fellowship at the Institute of Historical Research and a research affiliation at Cambridge, and thanks a host of scholars, seminar conveners and journal editors on both sides of the Atlantic for feedback during these years. She 'really began writing this book', though, as an assistant professor at Emory University in Atlanta - and thanks some forty to fifty Emory faculty members, students and staff for providing everything from 'the time and resources to work on the book' to mentorship and camaraderie. She thanks senior scholars (including Vernon) for flying in for a workshop on the manuscript and colleagues at Virginia, Yale, Stanford, Princeton, Manchester and Harvard for comments on talks. She thanks the peer reviewers for Princeton University Press (among them Baughan) and the editors and indexers who saw it into print. Sasson has recently taken up a job at Oxford.
 We all need conversation, and exchange and support, but these acknowledgments gave me pause. Sasson has let too many people leave their sticky fingerprints on her book; it would be better if it were less critical of 'non-profits' and more self-reflective about the academy and its disciplining work. Admittedly, nothing is harder than clearing your mind of the frameworks and paradigms of the moment, but it is crucial to try. We want to address issues relevant to our time, of course, but to what extent? If we can't think our way outside it, the hive mind just speaks through us - and how then can we see the unusual, surprising, funny, unanticipated in the past?
 Sasson isn't the first scholar to find Schumacher a fascinating subject, and to contextualise him in a new way. In 1994 Meredith Veldman published Fantasy, the Bomb and the Greening of Britain, which was, like The Solidarity Economy, a book that emerged from a PhD dissertation. As a graduate student at Northwestern, reading The Making of the English Working Class on the train into Evanston, Veldman had the odd feeling that it was somehow the same book as the one she was reading for fun, Tolkien's The Lord of the Rings - as in some 'structures of feeling' sense it was. So she used Thompson, Schumacher and the fantasy novelists to show that postwar oppositional politics and culture repurposed romantic ideals. But Veldman was writing in and for a field then confidently national; she could assume that her readers cared about British history and knew who William Morris and John Ruskin were. Sasson's story is written for our times.
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In LA
Colm Toibin

1740 wordsIt was  all sweetness verging on smugness. On the evening of Monday, 6 January we sat in the hot tub in the backyard and looked at the unfull moon. There were really only two small questions preoccupying me. Was that star actually Venus? And, also, was I wrong to feel slightly sad that the Christmas tree had finally been disentangled from its ornaments and was going into the garbage?
In the night I noticed something banging in the wind, a door maybe, or a loose piece of fencing. The next morning was a bit windy. When I got an email from Ireland asking if the fires were near us - we are in Highland Park, near Pasadena in east LA - I replied that Pacific Palisades was an hour away even when the traffic was good. After lunch, as the wind died down, we went and played tennis.
I realised that, since the death last year of the literary critic Marjorie Perloff, a long-time resident of Pacific Palisades, I knew no one at all who lived in the Palisades. Of course I knew the Mann house - the house Thomas Mann built in 1942 and inhabited until he left America a decade later - and had stayed there a few years ago. The house has been bought and refurbished by the German state.
When, in the late 1980s, the Germans acquired the nearby Villa Aurora, the house of Lion and Marta Feuchtwanger, they did not plan to restore the swimming pool. It was believed that the German taxpayer would not smile on funding a pool. Thus, the excuse for the pool in the Mann house had to be that it would be useful if ever there was a fire. The Germans agreed to that. As I write this, the Thomas Mann house remains undamaged; Villa Aurora has suffered partial damage.
On Tuesday, 7 January Gary Indiana's personal library arrived in LA from New York. Gary died in his apartment in the East Village in New York on 23 October. His books had been three-deep on his shelves. It was decided to take his library to Altadena, to a place that was to be used as a residence for artists. It would be the core library for the house. The books were put into boxes, carried down six floors to the street in the East Village and then taken across America.
When we came back from tennis at around 4.30 p.m. that Tuesday the wind was up. By the time it was fully dark, the wind was howling. I had never heard a wind like it before. As each big gust came whistling around the house it seemed natural that it would die down for a second, but instead it built up even more, and then more again.
In the spring, when it rained, I thought the rain was good. But it isn't good. Rain is only good when you need it. In the spring, the rain makes the scrub and the brush grow stronger so when they get dry later in the year they are liable to burn more strongly.
On Tuesday evening, houses in Altadena, a more varied community than Pacific Palisades, a place where many artists and writers live, began to burn, including the house of a close friend. For the fire to come down to Highland Park from Altadena, it would have to cross the 134, which leads to the 210. There was no sign on Tuesday night that it was doing so, but the area where the fire was raging was not that far from here. I would think nothing of going to Altadena in the normal course of events. Why should it not come here? The wind was strong enough to take embers a few miles. We went for a walk and saw fires burning in the distance.
What was strange as I was going to bed was that the water in the narrow swimming pool in the backyard was churning, as though the wind had somehow got underneath it. By Wednesday morning, the surface water was fully coated with grit and soot and ashes.
At seven in the morning on Wednesday my phone made an alarming sound. A message came that we were to evacuate now. I had been fast asleep just a second before. Now it was all go. I ran around the house. If only I had pumped up the wheels of the bicycles - if only - we could go zooming down the hill like heroes! The problem was that my boyfriend's phone was silent on the question of evacuation. Now he checked all the news outlets and saw that the evacuation zone was still about two miles away.
By this time, I was already making plans. One of them included a scenario of me in the middle of the swimming pool, not drowning or waving, just screaming as I fended off the fire and smoke around me. I have no idea why this image involved adding a decade and a half to my age and switching gender, but I was a very old lady in the pool, much like the brave and relentless Barbara Frietchie.
Back in the real world, I looked out of the window. There was no one on the street outside. This was not unusual. In the suburbs of LA there is usually no one on the street outside. My boyfriend thought we should take a drive around. As he saw me with my briefcase (laptop, phone, notebooks, passport, pills, credit card) and a tote bag from the Charleston Literary Festival with a clean shirt, underpants, toothbrush, socks, shoes, he wondered what I was doing.
I had convinced myself that, at the very moment we would seek to return, a group of men in uniforms would place a barricade across the road. They would not let us pass. And I would, for the little that is left of my life, always regret that I had not taken this briefcase and tote bag. We drove around; we saw a bewildered-looking coyote. There was no one on the street, no traffic much. But branches of trees were down, or hanging loose, and whole trees had been uprooted, and fences had toppled over. But that was just the wind.
As the day went on, we could smell the fire. And the light seemed brighter, as though it was lit for a film. Later, a dense greyness appeared to the north. No further order came to evacuate. We went to the supermarket, where things were normal. The mail came, a little bit late, but it came. A great number of houses lost electricity, but we still had power.
A new fire started in Hollywood. It might have looked as though we were now surrounded on three sides by fires, but it didn't feel like that. Pacific Palisades and Santa Monica were far away. The worry, however, was that the Altadena fire would spread further or that a little autonomous fire would start around here in some hilly scrubland and, with the help of a new wind, make its way down the dry hill towards us, wooden-framed house by wooden-framed house, shrubs and garden trees, and then everything we own. My boyfriend began to study the house, eyeing what he could take and how he could protect other things, such as a beautiful chair a friend had made from found wood. He thought of throwing that into the pool where the water might keep it safe.
Then the sun began to go down. It was a livid red with a sickly fog all around it. It stayed just over the horizon for longer than necessary, showing off. We drove up to the hill to look at it. There was thick smoke in the distance and there was smoke in the air. The sun went down.
I was on deadline for a catalogue essay. I had my notebooks and some art books and my laptop on my desk. I spent Wednesday evening writing. 'This is how they found him,' I could imagine them saying, 'writing his little sentences while LA burned.' News came of many more friends who had lost their houses in Altadena.
I went to bed late on Wednesday, with my two bags packed and placed where they could be easily found if we woke with no power in the house and the need to get out of here fast. I really should have put air into the tyres of the two bicycles, but I didn't.
Thursday morning was quiet. The Hollywood fire got put out, but the others were still raging. The acrid smell got into the house. Outside, thin pieces of ash flew wistfully in the air. There was no wind. Still, there were many friends with no electricity and no sign that it would come back. When we went out in the car at around midday some shops were open, but most were not. At the corner of York and 64th, the man who sells chopped fruit was still there, chopping away. Word came that the very air was poisonous.
I stayed in with an air filter in a small room, watching the funeral of Jimmy Carter. At 4 p.m., the phone sounded with another evacuation order, but fifteen minutes later it sounded again, much in the manner of the little girl who shouted 'fire', with an order to ignore the last order. The air, as dusk came, grew yellow, like the fog in Prufrock that licks its tongue into the corners of the evening. At five o'clock, oddly enough, tennis balls I had ordered online were delivered. It seemed to me, in these areas filled with toxic air, that people should be encouraged to stay home. I could have waited for the tennis balls. News came of the destruction by fire of a friend's beautiful house up the hill in Malibu. It seems now that this sort of news is going to come hour after hour.
On Tuesday when Gary Indiana's library came to Los Angeles, it rested for a while in the appointed house in Altadena. But it was the wrong day. If they - the signed editions, the rare art books, the weird books, the books Gary treasured - had come a day later, there would have been no address to deliver them to, so they would have been saved. But on that Tuesday, unfortunately, there still was an address.
9 January
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Sacred Geography
Raghu Karnad

3273 wordsIhid  the covers of the books I read about Savarkar for this piece. I wanted to be able to read in public without worrying about the judgment of strangers; without looking like another affluent Hindu man being red-pilled into ancestral resentments. I was wary of being seen reading about Savarkar and wary of writing about him. The former might upset anyone who saw me; the latter might upset the Indian government. The BJP, the ruling party for the last ten years, and in power for five more, is built on the nationalist creed to which Savarkar gave a definition as well as a name, Hindutva. He is portrayed by his critics as a coward, a threat to the republic and a man who bears much responsibility for Gandhi's murder. To the BJP he is a nationalist hero, and since Narendra Modi's election as prime minister in 2014, his rehabilitation has been nearly complete. Most Indians know him not by his given name, Vinayak Damodar, but as 'Veer' Savarkar: Savarkar the Brave.
Savarkar was born in 1883 near Nashik, not far from Bombay and Pune. His family were Chitpavan Brahmins, a caste that claimed pride of place in the region of Maharashtra. As a child, he read Marathi poetry and martial epics about the Maratha kings who defied Mughal or Afghan enemies. He became a gifted poet and orator. He also acquired an early belief in the necessity of decisive, and clandestine, action, founding a secret society called Abhinav Bharat, or Young India, after the group founded by the Italian nationalist Giuseppe Mazzini, on whom Savarkar modelled himself.
In 1906, when he was 23, Savarkar won a scholarship to read law at Gray's Inn. His first books were published during his time in London: a translation of a Life of Mazzini was followed by a history of the Indian uprising of 1857. In this, his first influential work, Savarkar rejected the imperial account of a 'sepoy mutiny', and described the rebellion as one in which Hindus and Muslims joined in an exemplary war of independence. In London, a cell of revolutionary young nationalists coalesced around him, just as they had around him and his brothers in Maharashtra. In 1909, one of these men took out a pistol at a dinner party in South Kensington, and shot dead the aide-de-camp to the secretary of state for India. Later the same year, back in Nashik, an anti-colonial agitator assassinated the district collector, and his pistol was traced to a set of twenty Brownings that Savarkar had arranged to be smuggled into India. Savarkar was arrested, and deported to Bombay to stand trial.
Before his deportation, while in a cell in Brixton prison, he wrote a poem called 'Majhem Mrtyupatra' ('My Last Will and Testament'), in which he announced his desire to die for his motherland. That feeling did not last. When his ship docked in Marseille, Savarkar squeezed out of a porthole, swam to shore and demanded asylum from a confused gendarme. He was re-arrested by the British, but there was an international rumpus: the French brought a case at The Hague over whether he should be handed back to France.
When he went on trial in 1910, Savarkar acted much as he would almost forty years later, during the trial in 1948 of Gandhi's killer and his accomplices. In both trials, he was charged with conspiracy: although he wasn't directly involved, and not on the scene when the shots were fired, the assassins were his followers and plainly motivated by his agitprop and faith in violence. Both times, Savarkar - faced with the repercussions of his rhetoric - pleaded not guilty and disavowed the act. Only his disciples were hanged. In 1910, he was transported to the Andaman Islands to serve two consecutive life sentences in the infamous Cellular Jail. In the 1948 trial, he was acquitted for lack of evidence. Still, he was disgraced for the rest of his life, and for quite a while afterwards. Larry Collins and Dominique Lapierre's study of the Indian independence movement and Partition, Freedom at Midnight, published in 1975, described him as 'the zealot whose unseen hands had controlled the flow of at least three political assassinations'.
In the wake of Modi's triumphs, however, publishers are keen to find books that make Hindutva and its proponents palatable to a newly interested readership. Especially prized, one publicist put it to me, is a 'neutral/sympathetic' Savarkar biography in English. All the biographies dwell on his decade as a prisoner on the Andaman Islands, where Savarkar and the other political prisoners were punished with days in fetters, weeks in solitary confinement or the whip. These years were crucial to his self-mythology; the most famous image of him on the islands depicts him in chains, forced to turn a heavy oil press in the sun. This is the picture on the cover of the 'Veer Savarkar' edition of the popular children's comic Amar Chitra Katha, published in 1984. The Cellular Jail is now a museum. Modi visited it in his first term as prime minister, kneeling in silence before a portrait of Savarkar in one of the cells.
Savarkar's ten years there testify to his stoicism and resourceful mind, his spirit and sense of humour - all helpfully recorded by the man himself in a memoir, My Transportation for Life, serialised in the weekly Kesari soon after his release. Denied the use of pen and paper, he wrote, he used nails or stiff thorns to scratch into the whitewashed cell walls. All the walls in that wing of the prison 'were thus scrawled over and each constituted for me a book by itself'. On them, he wrote an outline of Herbert Spencer's First Principles, epic poems of his own set during the Maratha-Mughal wars, or 'all the definitions of political economy as I had learned from Mill's work on the subject'. Each composition remained to edify the next inmate.
The importance to Savarkar of his writing emerges clearly in Janaki Bakhle's intellectual biography, a rare piece of dispassionate criticism on its subject. Bakhle's book is concerned mostly with the second stretch of Savarkar's detention. In 1921, after ten years in the Andamans, he was returned to the mainland and to his home province, Maharashtra, where he later began a loose form of house arrest in the district of Ratnagiri, on condition that he renounce all political activity and writing. He lived there until his unconditional release in 1937.
Savarkar thought of himself 'as poet first and politician second', Bakhle says. Many readers will be surprised by this, but for Marathi-speakers he is an exalted literary figure. Bakhle examines him as a writer of nationalist histories, a social reformer involved in arguments over caste exclusion, superstition and orthodoxy, and above all, as a lyric poet. She describes Savarkar's work and poetry without taking her eye off his parallel project as the author of his own legend. Each chapter in her book includes extensive translations and a close study of his poetics or polemical technique. In Marathi, she estimates, the biographical literature on Savarkar stretches to 250 books: a thriving cult of uncritical homage, just as he intended. Bakhle also takes seriously the gerund in her book's title. Savarkar entered the Cellular Jail as an anti-colonial revolutionary. He left it as the chief spokesman of Hindu nationalism, and a scourge of India's Muslims and their great friend Gandhi. What happened?
The standard answer, which leans heavily on Savarkar's memoir, centres on his response to his prison warders in the Andamans. Many of these warders, who were also convicts, were Pathan and Baluch Muslims from north-western India. By observing them, the story goes, Savarkar became convinced of the undisguised arrogance of Muslims and the cost of Hindu timidity. The Pathans were 'one and all, cruel and unscrupulous persons, and were full of fanatical hatred for the Hindus', he argued. His writings would contain ever more hostile Muslim caricatures. The Pathans, he wrote, were dumb and vicious, and took any chance to harass Hindu inmates, believing themselves religiously sanctioned to do this. They were also secretly cowards: they wilted when a victim stood up for himself, or if Hindus stood together. But that rarely happened. Instead, a steady trickle of Hindus professed Islam to escape their misery. Within this neat metaphor of the nation's history, as he saw it, Savarkar would reprise a miniature Maratha rebellion.
Savarkar also became aware of a pan-Islamic turn on the mainland, particularly after the Ottoman Empire entered the First World War in October 1914. The Pathans, he wrote, could not hide their glee: Britain's defeat would mean the restoration of Muslim sovereignty in India, under a Turkish caliph. After the Ottoman defeat, Gandhi showed his sympathy to Muslims by throwing his support behind a quixotic campaign, known as the Khilafat movement, to defend the caliph and oppose the sanctions imposed on the Ottomans by the Treaty of Sevres. To Savarkar, the Khilafat movement was proof of the essential anti-nationalism of the Indian Muslim, imbibed 'with his mother's milk', and of the preposterous lengths to which Gandhi would go to pander to Muslims.
When Savarkar was released from the Andamans, in May 1921, he had to make up for lost time. His decade in exile had cost him the chance of inheriting the position of pre-eminent Hindu leader in the national movement from his hero, Bal Gangadhar Tilak. That position now belonged to Gandhi. Essentials of Hindutva was published in 1923. The book isn't long. Much of it is a recitation of names, things, people and places, a sentimental build-up of signifiers for a people 'bound by blood'. One couplet from the book became 'the cornerstone of Hindutva ideology', Bakhle says. It is also an illustration of Savarkar's poetic flair:
Asindhu sindhu paryanta yasya bharata bhumika
Pitrabhu punyabhushchaiva sa vai hinduriti smritaha

From the Indus ('sindhu') in the north to the seas in the south, the natural inhabitants of India are those who can claim it as both their fatherland ('pitrabhumi') and holy land ('punyabhumi'). Hindus, Buddhists, Sikhs and Jains qualified; Muslims and Christians, whose holy land was elsewhere, did not, condemned by a supposed dual loyalty. Against the territorial concept of the Congress Party, Savarkar conjured a sacred geography as a test of belonging. The real work, of course, was affective: awakening Hindus to this identity, and its corollary, an ancestral race war against the Muslim invaders. In Ratnagiri, he could dedicate himself to this task. 'Muslims came to India and engaged in all kinds of acts,' he wrote in an article in March 1925, the first in a series:
Lakhs [hundreds of thousands] of Brahmins were lined up and mercilessly slaughtered; innumerable women were defiled by rape. Hundreds of women and children were taken off and sold into slavery in their [Muslim] countries; thousands of Rajput women on account of their lustful cruelty repeatedly committed jauhar [collective self-immolation] - like the open jaws of a spreading volcano, into the depths of the pure fire that licked its lips they had no choice but to jump, Rajputs, Marathas, Sikhs and other lakhs of warriors who generation after generation shed their blood to protect both their religion and their country from the attacks of these violent and lustful Muslims.

In his book about the 1857 uprising, written in London, Savarkar's heroes had included Maulvi Ahmadullah Shah, 'a patriot of the highest excellence', whose sacrifice showed that 'the true believer in Islam will feel it a pride to belong to, and a privilege to die for, his mother country.' Now he skewered anyone naive enough to wish for inter-communal friendship. Gandhi and the Khilafat had 'enabled this religion-mad cobra to spread his hood over us and to get stronger'. The proper response, for Savarkar, was unity, reconversion and retaliation by Hindus. His only offer to Indian Muslims was 'to live in peace with us, but dreading us'.
Bakhle translates a typical article from 1927, about an alleged rape in Bengal:
She is seventeen years old and went to get medicines and help in her neighbourhood. In such a state, one can imagine having compassion for her. Taking pity on her a devout Muslim had compassion for her in one location. In the same manner in which he had compassion for her, so did another one. As it transpired, such compassion being their creed, some six or seven ghazis got together. They took her to a deserted place and each and every one of them enacted their Muslim compassion on her.

Bakhle must have thought hard about how much of this sort of thing to include. (The worst examples - 'graphic, blood-bathed and horrific', Bakhle writes, are entirely absent from other biographies.) This material has rarely been read in English before, but we have seen it in proxy, in the tirades of television anchors, party spokespersons and YouTubers, whose purpose is to denounce and criminalise every aspect of Muslim existence in India. Their rubric for this is 'jihad'. A Muslim falling in love with a non-Muslim is 'love jihad', buying property is 'land jihad', catching Covid was 'Corona jihad', selling fruit 'fruit jihad'. Muslims taking the exam held by the Union Public Service Commission is 'UPSC jihad'. In a campaign speech this May, Modi described voting against him as 'vote jihad'. These tirades purport to be about current events, but they echo Savarkar's voice, from the major tropes right down to the sarcasm and scorn.
In June last year Modi returned to power, but without a majority and dependent on tepid allies. A BJP campaign slogan - 'Abki Baar 400 Paar' - had boasted that the party would win 400 seats. It won 240. The hubris was apparent as early as January, when Modi went to Ayodhya to perform consecration rituals at a gigantic new temple: a spectacle meant to signify the renaissance of Hindu power. In June the voters of Uttar Pradesh, ostensibly the Hindu heartland, deserted the BJP. In Modi's constituency, Varanasi, his winning margin fell by two-thirds; Ayodhya went to the opposition. Hindus' refusal to form a disciplined voting bloc, even for Modi, was bewailed across Hindutva websites and on social media. It was expressed in a Savarkar meme, with a probably apocryphal quotation: 'I am not afraid of Muslims. I am not afraid of Britishers. I am afraid of Hindus against Hinduism.'
Bakhle's  chapter on anti-Muslim rhetoric is placed, very effectively, beside one about his letters from the Cellular Jail asking for clemency and about his surveillance by Bombay police. She locates the making of Hindutva in the colonial state's strategy for containing revolutionary uproar and turning it back on the anti-colonial movement. Savarkar wrote regular clemency petitions from prison, the first not long after he had arrived in the Andamans and every year or two after that. They were all ignored - he was still popular, and still dangerous - until 1921. At that point, the Khilafat movement had fulfilled the British Indian government's fear that an international, pan-Islamic threat would merge with an anti-colonial uprising in India. Gandhi's idea of combining forces had confused and exasperated his colleagues, but it worked. Masses of Indian Muslims came under the sway of the Congress for the first time. Savarkar's petitions had always been calculating (in 1914, he promised to enlist in the army and raise troops to fight for the glory of empire), but in a 1921 letter, sent from an Indian prison, Bakhle writes, 'every line was strategic.' After assuring the governor general that he had left behind 'the whirlwinds of political passions', he added: 'The sight of the linked Asiatic Hordes now hanging over the frontiers and who had been a hereditary curse of India - at any rate the non-Mahomedan India - leaves him [the petitioner] convinced that a close and even a loyal co-operation and connection with the British Empire are good and indispensable for both of them.'
This was what the state wanted to hear. Savarkar was eventually put under house arrest. He forswore political activity, giving this undertaking in writing, but broke his word. He lectured to huge crowds and wrote for journals, often using pseudonyms. His lurid outpourings against Gandhi, the Khilafat, the Congress and Muslims were all monitored by the Bombay police, but the authorities never moved to stop him, merely sending stern letters. Savarkar could write what he liked - populist hymns to redemptive violence - so long as he aimed at this new target, not the colonial government.
From Ratnagiri, he wrote musical plays, novels, a second history, as well as articles and speeches and a more self-flattering autobiography. Bakhle ends her story in 1937, the year Savarkar was finally released. There followed three eventful decades, in which he entered active politics as the president of the Hindu Mahasabha, and negotiated the war years, the slide towards Partition, and the assassination of Gandhi. The Hindu Mahasabha was the rival Hinduist party to Gandhi's Congress; Savarkar became its president in 1937. His rhetoric grew sharper, with admiring references to Hitler and Mussolini, who had applied the 'magical wand' of nationalist dictatorship and were driving out their own intractable minority. Savarkar's success as a poet and propagandist did not translate into a talent for party strategy. In 1942, he ordered the Mahasabha to boycott the Quit India movement, Gandhi's popular uprising. The decision kept him out of jail, but with some loss of face and no political gain. He retired as the party president in 1943.
He moved to Bombay, where he was living when Nathuram Godse shot and killed Gandhi. Godse was a Mahasabha member and had been a disciple of Savarkar since 1929 (the newspaper Godse published had his portrait on its masthead). As part of his conspiracy charge, Savarkar was accused of having met the key conspirators beforehand to bless their mission. Godse was certainly going to his death, and Savarkar was determined to distance himself from the crime. On trial, one lawyer for the accused recalled, he never turned his head to the others, nor spoke to them, but 'sat there Sphinx-like in silence', even as Godse 'yearned for a touch of Tatyarao's [Savarkar's] hand, a word of sympathy'. Savarkar died in 1966.
In time, as Ashis Nandy said of him, the mask becomes the face. In his last book, Six Glorious Epochs of Indian History, published three years before his death, Savarkar went so far as to rue the 'perverted virtues' that ostensibly stopped Hindu kings from raping Muslim women - he thought this could have been a worthwhile retaliatory strategy. Channelled through him, the practical emphasis of Hindu nationalism became an enmity to Muslims and inter-communal compromise. Godse absorbed this view. So did Muhammad Ali Jinnah, leader of the Muslim League, who concurred with Savarkar's description of 'two antagonistic nations living side by side in India', and drove the country towards Partition.
Savarkar praised men of action (and violence), and aspired to be one; after much self-mythologising he proclaimed that he had achieved this goal. But he was a brittle, cerebral man prone to illness and anxiety; a man found at his desk the day his small child died (his wife grieved over the corpse in the next room); a poet whose lyrics are still sung today. Now India is ruled by his disciples. In some states, students celebrate his birthday in schools - putting him on the same level as Gandhi and Ambedkar in official regard. It is Savarkar's critics who now languish in prison. Some have died there. It has become normal for writers in India to worry about their work being called seditious and the police appearing at the door.
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Signs Reduced to Noise
Becca Rothfeld

2838 wordsElfriede Jelinek's  eleven novels and more than twenty plays have few plausible characters and even fewer parsable plots. When she was awarded the Nobel Prize in 2004, the committee praised 'her musical flow of voices and counter-voices', which 'reveal the absurdity of society's cliches and their subjugating power'. This is a polite way of saying that she delights in denying her audience traditional consolations: human encounters, a sense of narrative possibility. Instead, she deploys words for words' sake. In a fragment from 1983, she dreamed of a piece of theatre without actors, a play like 'a fashion show' in which 'one could ... send out the clothes by themselves.' Her work is an attempt to stage such a depopulated performance. 'My characters are only coat-hangers on which I hang the language,' she has said.
Jelinek was born in Austria in 1946. Her father, a Jewish chemist whose work was deemed important enough to spare him the camps, ended up in a mental asylum after the war. Her mother, a domineering Catholic with outsized ambitions for her children, enrolled Jelinek in convent school and then at the Vienna Conservatory to study the organ. 'Mother is an absolute ruler,' Jelinek wrote in The Piano Teacher (1983), a text she acknowledges as autobiographical. 'There is only one possibility for the child: the top of the world.'
In 1968, aged 21, Jelinek had a mental breakdown and retreated to her parents' house for a year. When she emerged, she had abandoned music in favour of writing. She went on to win all the major literary prizes in the German-speaking world, and married a man based in Munich, but carried on living in her childhood home. Her mother died in 2000, but Jelinek still occupies the house they shared (her father died many years earlier). Her agoraphobia is so severe that she was compelled to give her Nobel acceptance speech virtually, and it has been decades since she attended one of her plays.
It's no wonder she employs formal constraints. These, too, are both shelter and stricture, and their inescapability is one of her recurrent themes. Women as Lovers (1975), perhaps her most successful book, is a parody of a primary school textbook and an object lesson in the way language can function as a vice, holding a character in its grip. As lovers, one of the women, Brigitte, is a shining example; the other, Paula, is a cautionary tale. Their roles follow neatly from the repetitive grammar of the textbook. See Spot Run. See Consumerism Deaden. See Small-Town Austria Stultify.
As Jelinek puts it, Brigitte 'must make sure, that she gets a nice house. she must make sure, that she gets children. she must make sure, that she gets nice furniture. then she must make sure, that she doesn't have to work any more.' She wins the hand of a promising young electrician by tricking him into getting her pregnant. The life that results - dingy and drab but at least comfortable, in a flattening sort of way - is the height of what Brigitte has been permitted to imagine. Paula, by contrast, struggles against the constraints of the story in which Jelinek has placed her. At fifteen, she is 'old enough to be allowed to think about what she wants to be one day: housewife or sales assistant. sales assistant or housewife'. At first she rejects this dichotomy and dreams of becoming a dressmaker, but the world soon exacts its revenge. Paula is pregnant before her sixteenth birthday. When the baby's father reluctantly agrees to marry her, he proves neglectful and belligerent. Worst of all, he is a poor breadwinner. Paula, who is neither a housewife nor a sales assistant, must find an income. 'Paula is a whore,' the narrator explains with affected simplicity. Things do not end well for her.
The characters in Women as Lovers are schemas, not people. The chapter in which Paula first appears is titled 'the example of paula', and Jelinek emphasises that Brigitte and her dependable husband 'are not out of the ordinary. they are simply symptomatic of everything that is not out of the ordinary.' Indeed, they are archetypes. 'at the end of their youth the young men take a hard-working thrifty woman into the house,' Jelinek observes. 'end of youth. beginning of old age. for the woman end of life and start of having children'. For Brigitte and Paula, patriarchal customs acquire the force of natural laws.
Demanding language (and style, as in her occasional aversion to capitalisation) is characteristic of Jelinek's work: the difficulty is part and parcel of her masterful brutality, and each of her early novels invents a fresh idiom. For the past thirty years, however, her writing has taken on a punishing and vacant quality. Her sentences have become long and tortuous, and her paragraphs are separated by strips of space, like stanzas in a poem. She uses eccentric metaphors (an alpine lake 'freezes like a horse that gets a piece of steel driven up its anus to make it pose nicely for the slaughterer') and makes desperately clever puns ('eaudor' for odour, 'screwtinised' for scrutinised, in her translator's rendering). She favours a curious pastiche of registers: literary allusions appear alongside the slangy argot of advertisements and the kitsch of Austrian German, with its mania for diminutives ('dada' for father, 'nightie' for nightgown). There are lines from Rilke, sly references to Romantic fairy tales and the guttural grunt of that quintessential Austrian greeting, 'Gruss Gott', preserved in the English translation.
Jelinek's admirers often compare her to Karl Kraus and Thomas Bernhard. (She has insisted on more than one occasion that she is a 'provincial', inextricable from her country and its colloquialisms.) But the writer to whom she bears the closest resemblance is not one of her compatriots. 'Never has the spray of speech as it is actually spoken so drenched the reader to the bone,' Walter Benjamin wrote of Alfred Doblin's Berlin Alexanderplatz (1929). It is a braying novel that echoes with snatches of conversation, music wafting from windows and animals shrieking on their way to the slaughterhouse. Both Doblin and Jelinek understand the novel as a collage of sounds. Who is speaking in Berlin Alexanderplatz? Sometimes a character, but just as often a city, a street, a situation.
In her later novels - Lust (1989), The Children of the Dead (1995), Greed (2000) and Envy (2007) - Jelinek resists individuating her speakers. The results are occasionally ingenious and often offensive. Rapists speak and then, seamlessly and suddenly, so do their victims; Nazis speak and moments later we hear from the Jews they murdered. Sometimes there is an 'I', apparently an authorial overseer; sometimes the reader is startled to find themselves enfolded unwillingly into a 'we'. Language is free-floating, over and above its mouthpieces.
There are no longer characters, as there were in The Piano Teacher, or facetious facsimiles of characters, as in Women as Lovers. There is only a setting and a distinctive form of speech. The setting is almost always a small town in the Austrian state of Styria, where Jelinek was born and spent her childhood holidays. There are mountains and country inns. There are swarms of skiers and hikers - 'numberless slaves of sport', as Jelinek calls them in Lust - and smiling waiters who serve Sachertorte. There are the locals: the men who work in the factories or the forests, the wives who age gracelessly and throw themselves at uninterested younger men.
The Children of the Dead, translated into English for the first time last year, is about the Holocaust, perhaps the ugliest subject of all. The setting is a Styrian resort town, a picturesque landscape completely at odds with the gruesome crimes committed there. What distinguishes it from Jelinek's other novels is the barrage of zombies.
Three members of the undead find themselves at the Hotel Alpenrose, an establishment that oozes sinister Gemutlichkeit: Edgar Gstranz, a home-town hero, a skier on 'the National League's former B-Team', who died in a car crash; Gudrun Bichler, a mediocre philosophy student who slit her wrists for fear of failing her exams; and Karin Frenzel, a middle-aged secretary who died when two tour buses collided. They are accompanied by a supporting cast that includes two unnamed young men who shot themselves in the head and now wander the grounds in their 'forester's traditional costumes'. Thousands of murdered Jews begin to emerge from the soil. If the guests at the Alpenrose took the time to listen, they would hear, 'down below, way down below, a mass of people, a human massif, bigger than the Snow Alp over there, [that] wants to come up out of its earthly dimension, out of this Disneyland below the dawn of the day, a mass that could never be fully counted, let alone grasped'.
But no one listens to the gurgle of discontent. The staff and guests at the Alpenrose continue to behave as though everything were normal, even as everything becomes increasingly abnormal. A character who recognises the undead Edgar decides to bite back her questions: 'One can't just blurt out, aren't you dead, Herr Gstranz, it would be too embarrassing.' When the innkeeper encounters a corpse, she 'does not want to admit it to herself, but she cannot detect the face of this man. The skull simply breaks off beneath the hairline.' The polite denials continue as the discrepancies proliferate.
Proliferation, it turns out, is the order of the day. The novel involves several traumas that never quite congeal into a plot. Some of the dead acquire doppelgangers: Karin splits into Karin One and Karin Two, and Gudrun sprouts a double who is as adventurous as she is retiring. It's easy to lose track of the many characters who are introduced only to be killed off. A child dies in a pool in Vienna: 'an arm, frayed, drifts along half a metre away from the body.' A nurse is killed by a petty thief. A tennis player is shredded to death in his fancy sports car. An elderly couple gets electrocuted, grilled 'like pieces of poultry' by an unexplained supernatural force.
Ghosts are often troubled by matters left unresolved at the time of their death, but Jelinek's undead are amnesiacs: their bloodied bodies are indices of horrors they can no longer remember. Gudrun looks down at the slashes on her wrists, straining to recall what happened to her. It is the crucible of forgetfulness, not the burden of memory, that keeps her from succumbing to the grave. Austrians both undead and alive try to stifle any memory or mention of their history, while the murdered Jews of Europe return to remind them of their sins. Riffs on the idea of homeland and 'unhomeliness' (unheimlichkeit) are ubiquitous. A hotel, Jelinek reminds us, is a non-home that imitates a home. The Alpenrose, which tries so hard to be homely, is caught in limbo between life and death - between the uncanny and the familiar, between remembering and repressing.
The central metaphor  of The Children of the Dead is clear enough, but the book is riddled with inconsistencies and confusions. Sometimes the undead are presented as ghosts, distressingly fleshless and ineffectual (Gudrun tries to catch a hotel attendant by the sleeve and finds the material 'running through her fingers like a foreign breath in a foreign throat'), but sometimes they are proper zombies, with bodies that bear the marks of their fatal accidents. Jelinek never bothers to clarify why the three main characters function as a conduit for legions of murdered Jews (or why there are so many Jews rising from graves in Styria, which was not the site of a major death camp). She is no more interested in these technicalities than she is in her characters.
Language itself is a zombie in The Children of the Dead. In the Alpenrose, 'new showers have also just been installed' and there is a wealth of 'oven-fresh food'. Dusche, Ofen: macabre resonances keep clawing their way out of the ground, clinging to every innocuous phrase. Zombies are a natural endpoint for Jelinek, whose characters have never been truly alive. If the undead are people reduced to corpses, then words, in this novel, become signs reduced to noise.
Jelinek's defiant vernacular is notoriously difficult to translate, but The Children of the Dead is undisciplined, even in the original. Puns multiply pointlessly, and inapt similes baffle. When two characters make eye contact, one 'tosses' back the other's gaze 'like a piece of greasy wrapping paper snuggling against a ham sandwich'. A corpse with an injured head has an eye that 'jiggles like vanilla ice cream on a stick'. Language, left to its own devices, neither lives nor dies. It shuffles senselessly on.
What about the actual dead, the 65,000 Austrian Jews murdered in the Holocaust? Jelinek could hardly fail to mention the crimes of the Second World War in a harangue about Austria that drags on for more than four hundred pages. At one point, a dirndl is likened to 'a sort of lampshade made of human skin'. Later in the novel, there are repeated asides about Am Spiegelgrund, a clinic in Vienna where the brains of 'defective' children were removed, studied and stored in jars. Twice, Jelinek speaks from the perspective of a Holocaust victim: 'In the night of November 14 to 15 of this year my parents and I were summoned out of bed and taken to a collection quarter. My 75-year-old father was beaten just because he asked the agents who appeared in civilian clothes for identification.' Later, there is a desperate letter from a Jew begging a former schoolmate, now a Nazi official, for help.
But these passages are incongruous in a book that is otherwise a montage of imagery from bad horror movies. How can we square the quiet outrage of the letter writer with the outlandish schlock of a chair sprouting hair in the Alpenrose? In a novel about the Holocaust, such cheap thrills verge on obscenity.
And yet, the problem with The Children of the Dead is that it's not obscene enough. In Aleksandar Tisma's novel Kapo (1987), the central character, a prisoner serving as a camp guard, rapes the women he is charged to oversee, bribing his victims with titbits of extra food. He regards the starving women as 'nothing but flesh, shape and colour', and abuses them until they 'spoil, just like apples or lemons, which carry in their meat the imminence of rot'. They are 'fruit condemned to rot, tossed in a heap amid the stench of the camp'. Every page is a fresh injury. There is nothing so appalling in The Children of the Dead. Its violence doesn't stick.
When Jelinek was awarded the Nobel Prize, a member of the committee resigned in protest, calling her work 'whining, unenjoyable public pornography'. But she despises the body too completely to merit this insult (or compliment). Her prose is tinged with a prudish asceticism. 'In their sickness and weakness people actually believe that fucking, of all things, happens between friends,' she scoffs in The Children of the Dead. Sex can be nothing but humiliation. One character in Women as Lovers reflects that she is 'full of evil-smelling slime' after sex, while the female protagonist of Lust has 'warm steaming cowpats of breasts'. She 'is passive as a toilet, for the man to do his business in': 'This creature is his, belongs to him. To serve his regular needs, like a jar to pee in.' A penis is a 'corncob' (Lust) or a 'stubby-tailed flesh worm' (The Children of the Dead). Vaginas don't fare any better. In The Piano Teacher, Erika recoils from 'the rancid rat known as her genital' and the 'rot between her legs'.
The zombie orgies in The Children of the Dead are meant to shock, but they are no more grotesque than the sexual encounters depicted in any of Jelinek's novels. Gudrun consorts with a corpse whose 'member stands up, a pole of rotting wood', and, in one zombie's penis, 'there are countless worm burrows, animal holes, tiny nesting places leading into this seemingly intact, plump, pig intestine sausage skin.' By the time the two headless foresters engage in incest, it's difficult to feign even dutiful astonishment.
Jelinek's late work does share a structural kinship with pornography: it is exhaustingly repetitive. The narrator of Lust admits as much: 'Desire is always the same old film! An endless chain of repetitions, less appealing every time.' This is a good description of The Children of the Dead. At times it reads like a slapstick comedy in which characters fall from buildings or beat each other senseless only to bounce back up, unharmed. In the cheap porn flicks that Erika sneaks off to watch in The Piano Teacher, the players 'act without pain and without any possibility of pain. They are solid rubber.' In Jelinek's dystopia, even the final indignity does not matter: the dead do not stay dead.
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Poem
Inner
Rae Armantrout

Our universe is tattooed
on the inner lip
of a black hole's event horizon
and a columbine
jerks stiffly in the wind.
It doesn't mind
or has no mind;
it lives to be read
by insects.
*
This child is merry
and lonely.
She twinkles knowingly
at no one
like a revolving door
or star.
In one view
she is being stretched out
in another she's travelling
in and in
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Anthropomorphic Carrot
Polly Dickson

3482 wordsHaving reached  a point in his career when he could swat away the advances made by editors of literary magazines, E.T.A. Hoffmann asked a particularly demanding publisher to disabuse himself of the 'unfortunate notion that I am suffering from a writer's diarrhoea whereby, with every evacuation, some little story or novel makes its exit!' In the same letter, written in January 1822, a few months before his death, Hoffmann called this 'mechanical' writing. In a letter written 26 years earlier to his friend Theodor von Hippel, Hoffmann, who was then living unhappily with his uncle in Konigsberg, had complained of being surrounded by 'machine-like people, who besiege me with their platitudes'. At that point, artistic activity represented an escape from the banalities of society. By the end of his life, it too seemed mechanical, an example of Vielschreiberei - writing in excess.
 Hoffmann's success as a writer came relatively late. He had a precarious career, working as a civil servant (he studied law at university), composer, music teacher, theatre director and set designer, and finally as a high-ranking functionary at the Supreme Court of Appeals in Berlin. Between the publication of his first short story, 'Ritter Gluck', in 1809, when he was 33, and his death in 1822 from syphilis, he wrote more than fifty prose fictions. The pieces from the more hurried periods of his career tend towards the gimmicky and formulaic. There are repeated stock characters (hapless young male students, eccentric artists, squabbling scientists, witchy old women) and variations on the same plots, often love stories involving a disjuncture between a disappointing real world and an ideal alternative.
 Both Jack Zipes's The Wounded Storyteller and Peter Wortsman's 'The Golden Pot' and Other Tales of the Uncanny include translations of 'The Sandman', Hoffmann's most famous text. 'The Sandman', the ur-text on the Doppelganger, has been the object of a dizzying number of readings, among them Freud's essay on the uncanny, and must be one of the most frequently translated texts from German into English. It is the dense and unsettling story of a young man, Nathanael, who suffers from a fixation rooted in the nocturnal visitations during his childhood of his father's mysterious friend Coppelius. As a boy Nathanael believes that Coppelius is the Sandman, a demonic figure who (so the family nursemaid tells him) throws sand in children's eyes and makes them fall out of their sockets. One night, he hides himself in his father's room to spy on Coppelius and his father, and watches them engage in an alchemical experiment. When Coppelius discovers Nathanael's hiding place, he gleefully inspects the boy's body, testing his joints as though he is a puppet, and threatens to remove his eyes. Not long after, Nathanael's father is killed at home in a chemical explosion.
 These traumatic memories are rekindled by a set of experiences Nathanael has at university. He thinks he has been revisited by the Sandman in a new form: Coppola, an Italian tradesman in optical devices. Coppola has made a beautiful female automaton, Olimpia, so consummate an illusion that as soon as Nathanael sets eyes on her - by means of a pocket telescope purchased from Coppola - he falls hopelessly in love. His level-headed fiancee, Clara, maintains patiently (though with increasing exasperation) that his bogeyman is nothing but a nightmarish delusion. But she is unable to make him see things her way and Nathanael throws himself from a tower after catching sight of the Sandman again through Coppola's telescope.
 Freud is interested in the strong visual inflection of Nathanael's experiences - the consequences of looking, peering, peeping and being seen. Setting aside the Olimpia/Clara aspect of the tale, he interprets the 'uncanny' dimensions of the story in terms of the castration complex, charted by Nathanael's fear relating to the loss of his eyes. Other critics have used the tale as a test case for their own critical programmes: Tzvetan Todorov mobilises it to demonstrate the way the genre of the fantastic operates; Helene Cixous uses it as a key example of ecriture feminine.
 Hoffmann's work is primarily known to us via other people's versions or interpretations of his texts, including Alexandre Dumas's The Tale of the Nutcracker. Zipes's translation of 'The Nutcracker and the Mouse King', vividly illustrated by Natalie Frank, draws out the lurid goriness of the original tale, its fascination with the mechanised life of toys, and with the bodily and psychic injuries done to the young girl Marie as she enters into an adult love affair with the Nutcracker. After fighting away the Mouse King and his horde of mice and gorging her senses in the doll kingdom in the Nutcracker's company, Marie wakes up under the Christmas tree. Her parents dismiss her adventures as the product of an overactive imagination. In the end, reality and dream fuse: Marie is married off to the Nutcracker, who turns up at their house in human guise as Godfather Drosselmeier's nephew from Nuremberg. In accordance with an old prophecy, they become king and queen of the doll kingdom.
 A few of Hoffmann's works remain untranslated or partially translated, but most of the tales collected here have already been translated several times. Wortsman does tackle one of the less well-known texts, however, 'Intimations from the Realm of Musical Notes', a tale from the 'Kreisleriana', a haphazard cycle of essays on music apparently written by the fictional composer Johannes Kreisler, Hoffmann's alter ego. Many of Hoffmann's tales were published first in literary journals, but almost all of them were included in (and several written for) his three collections: Fantasy Pieces in Callot's Manner, Night Pieces and The Serapion Brethren. Hoffmann's use of the word Stuck, or 'piece', as a label for his short prose fictions does some work to show that they function as part of something bigger, as projects in repetition and variation, or episodes in deja vu.
Fantasy Pieces in Callot's Manner (1814-15) is a collection of essays and stories written in homage to the French engraver Jacques Callot, known for his capricious, grotesque style. A description of Callot's 'manner' in the preface sums up Hoffmann's intended method: to capture a 'shimmer of a certain Romantic originality' through the use of spirited, bold forms. Night Pieces (1816-17) is a darker collection: it contains 'The Sandman' and other investigations of madness and delusion inspired by developments in early 19th-century psychiatry and work on dreams. Less warmly received than Fantasy Pieces, these were the tales - lurid, gothic, nightmarish - that stoked the ire of Walter Scott and others. The Serapion Brethren (1819-21) is Hoffmann's longest and most complex cycle, in which he plays with the form of the frame narrative. A group who call themselves the Serapion Brethren, based loosely on Hoffmann's own associates in Berlin, gather to recount stories that they then interpret and evaluate. Across their conversations they formulate a principle for their storytelling: the Serapiontic Principle, according to which storytelling should be the authentic imaginative communication of internal images, tempered by consideration for the narrator's material constraints. Narrative practice must be balanced between absorption in fantasy and attention to the real world.
 Hoffmann's translators have subjected his cycles to endless rejigging, with each collection offering up a new image of Hoffmann to the uninitiated reader. Wortsman doesn't explain his choice of texts and his collection feels a little desultory. In his version of 'The Automaton', originally published in The Serapion Brethren, part of the storytellers' discussion is included at the end. Since the context hasn't been given, this feels jarring. Some of his translation choices don't work well. Near the start of his version of 'The Golden Pot', for example, the protagonist, Anselmus, is said to 'plunk himself down' by the side of the River Elbe and declare himself a 'loser'. 'Loser' is Wortsman's way around the original Kummelturke, an insult usually aimed at students: it is a racial slur loosely associating Turks with spice (Kummel means 'caraway'). The insult plays into the tale's casual Orientalism: 'The Golden Pot' both satirises and shares the Romantic infatuation with Eastern fairy tales and legends. There's no obvious English translation. Zipes opts for 'bumbler', which is closer to Hoffmann's register.
 Zipes's selection has an explicit motive. In his introduction he argues that Hoffmann's life was characterised by traumatic 'disturbances' that were 'channelled' and 'worked through' by his texts. The particular trauma that Zipes is interested in is the departure of Hoffmann's father after his parents' separation when he was a small child. A father figure appears in his stories, Zipes suggests, as 'an omniscient adviser, ghost, bogeyman, or devil's emissary'. This is true of 'The Sandman', with its haunting carousel of ersatz fathers, but Hoffmann's mocking suspicion of male authority extends beyond any kind of father complex. Readers, biographers and translators have always been inclined to fuse the author with his fictions. Offenbach's opera The Tales of Hoffmann depicts him as the protagonist of three of his stories, and both Zipes and Wortsman include a biographical chapter narrating Hoffmann's life in terms that mimic his tales. It's a tendency that follows Hoffmann's own habit of incorporating fictional reflections of himself in his works. Kreisler, the musical genius who weaves in and out of his tales and novels, is a troubled artist figure, eccentric to the point of madness, condemned to live at the edge of polite society; like Hoffmann, he had an unhappy childhood. Brought up by a surly uncle, he sought solace in the arts.
 Zipes is more convincing when he writes about the importance in Hoffmann's work of the universal trauma of growing up and learning to live in the world, to shape our behaviour according to the arbitrary and often absurd expectations of family and other institutions (being 'groomed', as he puts it). The talented but clumsy student Anselmus in 'The Golden Pot' lands an apprenticeship with an eccentric, charismatic archivist called Lindhorst. Under the influence of the Arabic and Coptic texts he is made to transcribe (and presumably also the punch he's been drinking), Anselmus sees Lindhorst as a fire-breathing salamander, engaged in a war with an interfering witch. Then he's just an archivist again, irritated that Anselmus has spilled ink on his papers. Nathanael in 'The Sandman' falls in love with his professor's daughter. He's charmed by the attention she pays when he reads his poetry aloud - it's a refreshing change from his fiancee, Clara, who can't, or won't, conceal her boredom. Olimpia's attentiveness is explained when she turns out to be an automaton. This discovery makes his fellow students become suspicious of one another. At the end of the tale, after Nathanael has thrown himself to his death, his head is described as 'smashed', or 'shattered' (zerschmettert). There is a lingering sense that he might be made of something more brittle than flesh and bone - that he might be another kind of puppet, controlled by psychological or supernatural forces.
 Hoffmann has an off-kilter status: he is integral to German literature courses, particularly at university level, but has an uneasy relationship to the canon. He is not a serious writer like Goethe or Mann, or a philosophical thinker, at least not in a systematic way. Unlike the other German Romantics, Hoffmann didn't try to tackle the philosophical questions of his era - the epistemic revolutions set in motion by Kant, Fichte and Schelling - and so his fictions are less central to Romanticism but more readable than those of, say, Novalis or Schlegel. Having grown up and gone to university in Konigsberg, where Kant spent his whole life (you could, apparently, set your clock by his daily movements to and from the lecture hall), Hoffmann knew the principles of Kantian philosophy but did not engage with it programmatically in his fiction, although it inevitably pokes through, especially when he considers the limits of human reason. Hoffmann seemed most occupied by the notion that our empirical experience of the world is only one possible way of making sense of it. As well as exploring the fantastic in a modern, urban context, he also paid attention to those things we might not ordinarily categorise as 'real' - dreams, fantasies and bogeymen - but that are real enough in their own way, if we alter our perspective. A man wanders the streets of Berlin and encounters a celebrated musician who has been dead for hundreds of years (he plays terribly). A man wakes up and finds that the colour green has disappeared. A young artist doodles distractedly and then meets people who look exactly like the figures he's drawn. Two scientists squabble over their possession of a beautiful 'islander', whom the reader takes to be a ravishing Indigenous Hawaiian woman - until we find out that the islander is a rare insect.
 Hoffmann's stories are told in a fragmentary form. He has a proto-postmodern fondness, though one rooted in Romantic literature, for broken narrative structures, and for the use of the narrative voice as a character in his fiction ('Hoffmann' or 'Hff' himself occasionally makes an appearance). He likes displacements, doublings and frame narratives that spill into one another. Perhaps most of all, he is adept at taking something and repeating it with a small variation, representing an event from a number of shifting perspectives such that reality yawns open, embracing all sorts of possibilities. In the initial scene of 'A New Year's Eve Adventure', the narrator describes his feelings of alienation in the suffocating atmosphere of a party at which his former lover, Julia, spurns him. His story of rejection is repeated in, and intensified by, the more fantastic stories told to him directly afterwards by two characters he meets in an inn. One of them has lost his shadow, the other his reflection: both are cast out from society as a result. The three stories cross over and reflect on one another, accumulating into a kaleidoscopic portrait of a disenfranchised self. Hoffmann appears at the end of this tale too and it has been read as an autobiographical fiction that deals with his ill-fated love for a teenage music student of his, Julia Marc. His repetition shapes events both within and between his texts - it raises the stakes of the uncanny in 'The Sandman', where the traumatic events of Nathanael's childhood recur across his life, with the recurrence of the figure of the male scientist, mysterious explosions and optical injury (Olimpia is revealed as an automaton when her eyes spring from their sockets). Hoffmann's tales induce a sense of deja vu, tugging just enough at our readerly memory to make us experience the almost-knowing that Freud called the 'uncanny', and that Hoffmann termed 'etwas fremdartig Bekanntes' ('something strangely familiar'). As much as it plays out structurally, within and across the tales (tales repeat themselves, characters return), the 'strangely familiar' is an aesthetic quality, the mark of his realism. The world Hoffmann gives us is one we recognise as real, because it is populated by tradesmen, lawyers, students and craftsmen, even as it is distorted by the intrusion of fantasy.
These complexities  have made Hoffmann's tales popular with both theorists and readers. On his birthday, members of the Berlin section of the Hoffmann Society gather at his grave and drink wine, toasting 'In Hoffmanno!' There was a minor scandal in the 1980s when one of the Berlin members vandalised a street sign, changing Hollmannstrasse to Hoffmannstrasse. Something about this enthusiasm can feel excessive. Critics are encouraged to be cautious about endorsing descriptions of literature as 'enjoyable' (enjoyable for whom? And at whose expense?). Hoffmann displays all the misogyny you would expect (I disagree with Zipes, who claims in his introduction that none of Hoffmann's female characters is stereotyped). And his use of antisemitic caricatures prompted the renaming of the former E.T.A. Hoffmann Garden, which is next to the Jewish Museum in Berlin. But we should think a little more about the reasons people have continued to enjoy his stories.
 Walter Scott wrote in a review for the Foreign Quarterly that Hoffmann's 'fantastic extravagances' were symptomatic of fraught nerves and a sick mind. He was referring to 'The Sandman', but one wonders what he made of 'The King's Bride', a fairy tale featuring an anthropomorphic carrot. After his death, and largely thanks to the shrewd marketing campaigns of his translators, Hoffmann became a literary sensation in France. This was when his name - and the 'hoffmannesque' or 'hoffmannesk' - came to signal the imaginative charge of le fantastique. Balzac, Gautier and Nerval were all influenced by his work. Wortsman and Zipes recount networks of influence from Gogol to Angela Carter to Ridley Scott's Bladerunner. He has also had less savoury admirers. Almost all of the founding members of the E.T.A. Hoffmann-Gesellschaft belonged to the National Socialist Party, whose members saw him as an exponent of a 'truly German literature'. But some of the most significant critical work on Hoffmann has come from Marxist scholars, including Gyorgy Lukacs, who condemned Romantic literature for its reactionary politics, but made an exception for Hoffmann, whom he declared 'a truly great realist'. Hoffmann's works were the most readily available of all German Romantic writers in the GDR, a state that prided itself on its literary culture and exercised tight restrictions on reading material. Christa Wolf, one of the most successful East German novelists, wrote a continuation of one of his novels. Hoffmann's snide caricatures of the status quo, and particularly of the bourgeoisie, are important here. The GDR favoured his more realistic works, such as 'Master Martin the Cooper and his Journeymen'. But at heart Hoffmann was quietly opposed to all forms of dogmatic authority. The implicit politics of his desire to make reality seem like a flimsy, more or less arbitrary layer of experience lie in the implication that alternative realities exist, and might be better than the one we've got.
 'My Cousin's Corner Window', included in Wortsman's collection, takes the form of a dialogue between the anonymous narrator and his cousin, an author now on his deathbed - as Hoffmann was when he wrote the story - who was famous for 'pumping out all manner of charming narratives' (this is a bit of a leap from the original 'allerlei anmutige Geschichten erzahlte', or 'told all sorts of charming stories'). The author and his cousin tell each other tales about the people they see in the marketplace from the window of his Berlin apartment. The author remembers once strolling across the marketplace and noticing a flower girl reading a book. He realised with amused pride, and a little self-aggrandising bafflement, that the book was one of his own. He introduced himself.
 'Oh, my dear Sir,' replied the girl, 'that's an odd book. In the beginning it sends you for a loop; but then it's like you're sucked in.' To my considerable surprise, the girl gave a clear account of the story, so that I realised she must have read it several times. She repeated that it was a really odd book, sometimes she laughed out loud in the telling, sometimes she was on the edge of tears; she advised me, in case I hadn't yet read it, to pick it up that afternoon from Mr Kralowski's lending library, seeing as she changed books every afternoon. 

 Did the author expect an intellectual conversation about his tale? Or simply to bear witness to the enthusiasm of a fan? Either way, he's disappointed, because it transpires that the girl doesn't understand what authorship is. She asks him whether he wrote 'all the books in Mr Kralowski's stand'. The awkward encounter makes a quiet mockery both of the flower girl, who imagines that books pop up in the world 'like mushrooms', and the author, who feels a 'profound humiliation'. The vignette shows Hoffmann's amused puzzlement about the consequences of writing popular fiction in a world in which book-writing was becoming a commercial enterprise. The girl does like his book, even if she's not the reader he had imagined for himself. But there's a lingering suspicion of that readerly pleasure, of saleable fictions that amuse and entertain but tend towards the derivative or generic, or risk not being understood - 'mechanical' writing perhaps. Hoffmann's decision to situate this scene in a city marketplace isn't arbitrary: the value of reading is up for sale. His stories are concerned with the banal, the everyday, with disappointment and disillusionment.
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I'm ready for you!
Raymond N. MacKenzie

3437 wordsIn  1842, with eight highly productive years of writing still ahead of him, Balzac wrote a preface to his Comedie humaine, which already comprised dozens of books. He defended the morality of the work, and revealed the scale of his ambition - nothing less than the creation of a complete picture of France in his time. As if wanting some credit, he remarked that it 'was no small task to depict the two or three thousand conspicuous types of a period'. (This wasn't hyperbole, since there are more than two thousand named characters in the Comedie humaine.) Balzac's significance in the history of the novel was fully apparent by 1905, when Henry James said that his 'achievement remains one of the most inscrutable, one of the unfathomable, final facts in the history of art'.
 Of course, not all Balzac's contemporaries agreed on the quality of the work; some complained that his prose was often rough, accumulative rather than sculpted, the stories often resembling untidy heaps rather than finished monuments. Flaubert, writing to Louise Colet in one of his majestically snobbish moods, declared that 'Balzac was no writer, merely a man of ideas and of observation; he saw everything, but he didn't know how to express anything.' Flaubert was right about Balzac seeing everything, but he doesn't seem to have realised how important this was.
 The nature of Balzac's legacy can be debated, but part of his achievement was to shift the novel in the direction of cultural documentation and analysis. The earliest novel readers, a century before, already expected to learn something from the experience, but the Comedie had different, and greater, ambitions from the moral lessons taught by Richardson, or even Laclos. In 1858, in one of the earliest extended studies of Balzac, who died in 1850, Hippolyte Taine argued that he had provided an invaluable guide to his era, creating characters who embody its social and economic forces. I think he overstates the deterministic elements in Balzac, but Taine was right that his work gives us, for the first time in fiction, a detailed analysis of the relationship between the individual and his or her socio-cultural environment, especially as shaped by economic forces. It's not surprising to find Engels saying he learned more from Balzac than 'from all the professional historians, economists and statisticians put together', or that Marx planned to write a book about him. But Taine makes the Comedie humaine sound too much like Zola's novel cycle, Les Rougon-Macquart.* Zola himself was worried about sounding too much like Balzac: he wrote a memorandum headed 'Difference entre Balzac et moi', in which he said that his 'more scientific' approach would be emphatically centred on the environment and its effects on the person.
 Balzac's environment par excellence is Paris. He documents the hotels, tenements and streets that later regimes would sweep away, and his work serves as a kind of history of the city. He compared himself more than once to Georges Cuvier, a founding figure in palaeontology, portraying his fiction as performing a similar excavation, exposing the layers that underlay the present. But he also wanted to be a pure documentarian, and so he set out to detail the activities of the police, government offices and agents, as well as merchants of every sort, from booksellers to restaurateurs, perfumers to bankers. He also worked into the picture the denizens of the demi-monde, from street prostitutes to courtesans, from pickpockets to the most cunning criminals. In the 1842 preface he compares himself to a zoologist, and his Paris reads like a sort of bestiary, a record of places and ways of life that no longer exist, an intricate, endlessly compelling social, political and moral landscape populated by often bizarre, monomaniacal characters.
 Eric Hazan - who died last year at the age of 87 - is an excellent guide to Balzac's Paris, having written extensively on the city and its history, especially during the Revolution. Balzac spent 35 years in Paris. The longest he lived in a single place - he was often on the run from creditors - was seven years in a house in the rue Cassini. His homes have had diverse fates: one of them is now the Maison de Balzac, another is a dentist's office. Hazan's approach allows us to follow Balzac around. His fifty-cups-a-day coffee habit is familiar enough, but Hazan tells us that not any old coffee would do: it had to be a blend of three kinds of bean, and we are told on which street each could be purchased. The abysmal condition of the streets is vividly described, and there is some fascinating detail about the streetlamps. It became much more difficult to hang aristocrats from them (as had happened during the Revolution) after the introduction of gas, which led to the replacement of the old lamps, with their elaborate system of ropes and pulleys, by fixed lampstands.
 Balzac sets many scenes in Paris's quartiers - translated here rather oddly as 'quarters' - which often function metonymically for the characters who live in them. It's not just that having the 'wrong' address can spell doom (though even this is not as bad as wearing the wrong clothes, as Lucien discovers in Illusions perdues); rather, Balzac subtly presents a given street or area in such a way as to make it an expression of the moral state of the inhabitants. Esther van Gobseck, for example, lives in an area marked by 'streets narrow, dark and muddy, where the kinds of businesses that don't care much about appearances are carried on', and her environment has seeped into her soul.
 One of Balzac's most powerful evocations of Paris as alive and somehow malevolent comes at the end of Pere Goriot (1835). Old Goriot, whose wicked daughters bring about his ruin, is often compared to Lear, but his social-climbing, egotistical, almost sociopathic daughters are recognisably modern types. When their father has finally been bled dry and dies, impoverished and alone, the one character with any sympathy for him, Rastignac, is also the only person at his funeral. From the heights of Pere Lachaise cemetery, he gazes down on Paris, and having learned a grim lesson about Parisian loyalty and decency, addresses the monstrous town. 'A nous deux maintenant!' he says, hardened enough to grapple with all the city represents. (The best translation is Henry Reed's: 'Now I'm ready for you!') Balzac's Paris isn't just background.
 Almost all of eastern Paris (except Pere Lachaise) is absent from the Comedie humaine, and there is no significant consideration of the transformative impact of the railways. Modernity for Balzac was a slow slide into mediocrity or worse. He was not only a monarchist but a legitimist, insisting on the Bourbons' right to rule; he believed in a vigorous aristocracy, and was a Catholic who wanted to see the Church regain its central role in the country and its culture. Hazan quotes his laments over the new architecture that sprang up after the July Revolution: 'If the axiom that architecture is the expression of manners and morals was ever proved, was it not after the insurrection of 1830?' Balzac, he writes, was 'more attentive to destruction than to innovation'. The working classes are under-represented in his books, and while I think Hazan exaggerates their absence, it's true that Balzac was not particularly interested in them; certainly, none of his major characters could be described as working class. Perhaps he didn't think they were corrupt enough.
 As well as containing some excellent maps (though not enough for my curiosity), Hazan's book is thick with quotations from Balzac's novels and stories. The translator, David Fernbach, had to decide how to handle them: translate them himself, or seek out existing versions? Understandably, he adopted the latter course, but in some cases he chooses Katherine Prescott Wormeley's translations from the late 19th century, which are often awkward or unclear, although better and more recent versions exist. For instance, he quotes from her version of Ferragus, with its reference to a street on which there was no 'wall which did not echo some infamous word', when the Herbert J. Hunt version states simply that the walls were covered with obscene graffiti. But this is a minor problem in an otherwise solid translation.
No d oubt we will continue to think of Paris as Balzac's great preoccupation, but in fact many of his works are set in other parts of France. Half of Lost Illusions takes place in Angouleme, and some of his finest novels - for instance Eugenie Grandet, Ursule Mirouet and La Rabouilleuse (The Black Sheep) - are set almost entirely in provincial towns. One of the greatest of the non-Parisian novels is Le Lys dans la vallee (The Lily in the Valley), which was completed and published in 1836. It is an outlier in Balzac's work, and many of the generalisations we make about him won't easily apply to it. It may be his most Romantic book: more lyrical, subtler and more autobiographical than most of the Comedie humaine. It is much less concerned with chronicling society or asserting the determining effect of economics and environment. The novel is structured as a letter from the protagonist, Felix de Vandenesse, to a woman he hopes to make his lover. He wishes to explain himself, and embarks on a Rousseauian self-analysis that occupies all but the final pages of the novel.
 Though Felix comes from an aristocratic family, he has much in common with Balzac: he is an overlooked younger son, and endured a lonely and miserable childhood, neglected by a cold, distant mother. And as his creator once did, he falls in love with an older, married woman. For Balzac, this was Laure de Berny (1777-1836), 22 years his senior. He began as a tutor to her children, and she soon became his lover, mentor and confidante, remaining close to him until her death. She is the inspiration for the married woman Felix loves, the countess Henriette de Mortsauf. Balzac read his novel to de Berny shortly before her death - and, like Felix, he wrote about their relationship in a long letter, in his case to the woman he would marry, Eveline Hanska. De Berny described the book as sublime, but suggested he temper some of Madame de Mortsauf's utterances, which he did, telling Hanska that 'today I have piously effaced about a hundred lines ... I thought I saw that grand and sublime woman, that angel of friendship, before me.' In his letters to Hanska, Balzac, like Felix, tells one woman about the depth of his feelings for another who is dead, asking her to be to him what the other had been: 'Oh, cara, continue to me those wise, pure counsels, so disinterested!'
 But the novel is more than a disguised autobiography. The first meeting between Felix and Madame de Mortsauf takes place when he is nineteen, just as the Bourbon Restoration is underway. He is the ugly duckling of his family, but is sent to represent them - because his father and brother are unavailable - at a ball in Tours given for the duc d'Angouleme. He is an awkward boy, 'too shy to invite someone to dance, afraid anyway that I would make a mess of it'; he sits apart from the crowd on a bench. When a woman sits down beside him, he assumes it must be because she sees him as being of no importance, a mere child. But then he begins to stare at her exposed shoulders - 'pale pink shoulders now seeming to blush at their newfound nakedness' - and, in a moment of madness, throws himself 'at that back as an infant throws himself on his mother's bosom', frantically kissing her shoulders. She leaps up and exclaims: 'Monsieur!'
 Horrified at himself, but oddly gratified that she at least addressed him as an adult, he watches her stalk off. But his involuntary act turns out to have profound consequences for both of them. He becomes obsessed with her and the sensuality she seems to represent, to the point of making himself ill, and so his mother packs him off to the country ('that eternal remedy for afflictions medicine cannot cure'). He goes to stay with a family friend at a chateau in Frapesle (a place Balzac enjoyed as an escape from the city), but immediately sees across the valley a woman dressed in white. Of course, it is the countess herself. He begs forgiveness for his wild behaviour at the ball, and she grants it. Felix is smitten, and she is clearly attracted to him, but the love affair that follows never goes beyond the kissing of her hand.
 Madame de Mortsauf is one of Balzac's triumphs, for while she insists on and maintains her purity, and demands that Felix behave with complete propriety, she isn't one-dimensional or unfeeling. She insists on living out the ideal of the devoted wife and mother, and handles Felix's passion by treating him as a child. He embraces the role and the rhetoric that goes with it, so the mother/lover compromise works well, for a time. But we learn, much later in the novel, that Felix's shower of kisses had been an epiphany for her: they 'have dominated my life and furrowed my soul'. She spends her remaining years struggling against the sensual happiness they symbolise, and ultimately dies from what can only be understood as repression. Her husband is verbally and emotionally abusive, so her fidelity to him is a self-willed martyrdom. He is considerably older, an aristocrat who fled the Revolution and now lives an embittered existence, having lost nearly everything except for a small farm and chateau in the valley. We also learn that in his earlier years he indulged in prostitutes and now suffers from syphilis, which has been passed on to their two sickly children.
 It is tempting to take this diseased and self-pitying bully as Balzac's comment on the French nobility. His reactionary values never prevented him from criticising this decadent and effete class, and the Comedie humaine presents us with a great many examples of the type. Engels praised the fact that Balzac was 'compelled to go against his own class sympathies and political prejudices, that he saw the necessity of the downfall of his favourite nobles, and described them as people deserving no better fate ... I consider [this] one of the greatest triumphs of Realism, and one of the grandest features in old Balzac.'
 Felix's love for Madame de Mortsauf is expressed and analysed with remarkable and un-Balzacian pastoral lyricism. As he picks flowers for a bouquet, 'I discerned a harmony in their colours and foliage, a poetry born in the mind as it delighted the eyes, like musical phrases that inspire a thousand memories in hearts.' The bouquets become a secret language between the two, a way he can express his love and she can understand it, without either of them transgressing her prohibitions. Felix's speculations on the moral and poetic meanings to be found in flowers make a bravura sequence - and a marvellous depiction of sublimation. Balzac's fiction is never more nearly poetic than in The Lily in the Valley, and there are constant references to Dante and Beatrice, Petrarch and Laura. Religious imagery accumulates as well, with Madame de Mortsauf compared more than once to Christ in her perfect purity and self-denying suffering.
 When Felix is called to Paris by the king, she writes him a long letter, as a mother might, telling him how to behave and even how to feel. Parts of the letter have a touch of Polonius about them, but she also includes a passage on how he ought to treat women at court, telling him to avoid the young ones and focus on the fifty-year-olds, who will be able to pull strings and teach him useful things. Before long, he's involved in an affair with a married Englishwoman, Lady Dudley. She is as passionate and transgressive as Madame de Mortsauf is chaste and sober. Lady Dudley is one of Balzac's more enjoyable rakes, reminiscent of Byron's 'frolic grace', Lady Fitz-Fulke. She occasions some satiric treatment of the English, especially of what Felix insists is their sexual hypocrisy and their women's pretended chastity - as opposed to the real thing, embodied by French women. An English woman, so refined and serene on the surface, is 'an ocean of love where the man who never took a dip there has missed out on an aspect of a poetry of the senses'. Hearing of this affair is a torment to Madame de Mortsauf, and leads to her long and painful death. Just before she dies, she writes to Felix, confessing her envy of the free sexuality of Lady Dudley. This passage disturbed de Berny, who felt that 'the death of Madame de Mortsauf does not need those horrible regrets; they injure that beautiful letter which she wrote.' He did tone it down a little, but only a little.
 In The Lily in the Valley we hear everything from Felix's point of view and come to trust his analyses of characters and events. But at the end, the woman to whom this book-length letter has been addressed makes her reply, and what she says in just a few pages makes us want to go back and reconsider everything. It's a brilliant touch, adding yet another layer to this rich and complex novel, whose composition stretched from March 1835 to June 1836 - a very long and arduous gestation by Balzac's standards. 'No work has ever cost me more labour,' he said. This was in part because the material and tone were different from the kind of fiction he was used to writing. Publication was also difficult, in part because of an extended spat with the editor of the Revue de Paris. This led to a complicated lawsuit, and while it was still going on Balzac was arrested for failing to report for Garde nationale duty, spending a week in prison, which further delayed the completion of the novel. (Balzac published a long and interesting description of the book's genesis and legal troubles, 'Historique du proces auquel a donne lieu "Le Lys dans la vallee"', but no English translation has ever included it.) Even after the serialisation and the book's publication, Balzac said he wasn't satisfied with the character of Felix. Despite all this, the novel reads as if it were, indeed, a long letter composed in a single day.
 Peter Bush's new translation of the novel is its fourth. The first two came in the late 19th century, from a pair of indefatigable translators, Ellen Marriage and Wormeley. Both of their versions now feel rather wooden; both gently bowdlerise a bit; and both often get the tone of passages and dialogue wrong, and are especially likely to miss ironies and implicit comedy. In 1957 Lucienne Hill published a new version, which is still worth reading. Bush's version, however, strikes me as even better. There are some high-flown sentiments in the book, and the translator needs to be careful not to let some of the speeches come across as too theatrical or, worse, slip into self-parody. Bush manages this very well; his renderings of the lyrical passages and the dialogue are decidedly more vigorous and convincing than Hill's. Both Hill and Bush take some liberties, though, breaking up paragraphs and sometimes sentences. Balzac's paragraphs are notoriously long and unwieldy - but should they be altered to improve readability? The question is not merely rhetorical, since Hill and Bush's interventions smooth out what in the original is pretty bumpy reading, bringing the style into closer conformity with modern practice. Bush goes even further, dividing the book into chapters with titles: 'Two Childhoods', 'First Loves' and so on. There are no chapters in Balzac's text. Bush also provides notes clarifying various allusions. Annotating a Balzac novel presents its own difficulties, because he assumed a great deal of knowledge on the part of the reader, and the translator or editor needs to decide how much annotation is best. The publisher often fears that a large quantity of endnotes or, heaven forbid, footnotes, will frighten off readers. Bush's notes are modest, but they are helpful.
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Diary
Remembering Nan Shepherd
Fraser MacDonald

3179 wordsIn the months  following my parents' deaths, I decided to buy a flatbed scanner as a partial fix for the drifts of paper they had accumulated after sixty years in the same house - receipts, letters, photographs, notes and diaries. I found that scanning their old 35mm slides kept their absence at bay. Scanning is a robotic task. Stretch the marquee tool. Preview the image. Select the resolution. Name the file. Scan. A file opens and I'm staring at a summer day in 1976 or a picnic in 1980, marvelling at sandals and knitwear, deckchairs and azaleas. Some of the older slides record the construction of their suburban house in 1964 on fields above the village of Cults, in the valley of the River Dee, just outside Aberdeen. One slide taken before the house was built shows the field with its drystane dyke made from the detritus of the last Ice Age. On the other side of this wall was the Quarry Wood, a long-overgrown granite works which gives Nan Shepherd's first novel its title. My father once told me that the hardcore base of our driveway was made from the Quarry Wood wall. Sure enough, another slide showed the boulders chipped bone-white and crushed into a foundation. Growing up in Cults, I felt the presence of this past - walls, cairns, excavations - almost like the imprint of flagstones under linoleum. As Shepherd put it in The Quarry Wood, 'the stones summed up existence.'
 My parents were not from Cults and they didn't know many older folk in the village, apart from Nan Shepherd. She had taught my mother, whose name was May Salmond, between 1950 and 1953 at Aberdeen Training Centre, where students were 'trained' to be teachers. The general method of instruction conformed to the norms of the 1950s classroom: students were addressed like children, desks were laid out in rows and the lectures were practical rather than intellectual. Shepherd was an exception. Her English literature class was for her students' educational benefit rather than that of the children they might one day teach. 'I loved her from the first class we had with her,' my mother said. When my parents moved out to Cults a decade or so later, she was happy to renew the acquaintance. My mother referred to her as 'Nan Shepherd', never 'Nan' or 'Miss Shepherd'; it was always both her names because she was a both-her-names kind of person. People in the class knew of her love of the Cairngorms and of Deeside in particular. They knew she had written novels, but my mother certainly hadn't read them, nor had most of the other students. The novels weren't the point. The point of Nan Shepherd was herself. My mother described what a thrill it was to be carried along by her flow, to circle in the eddies of her experience and her asides. She liked to arrange the students in a horseshoe, a corrie of attention, placing herself in its opening and channelling an ice torrent of thought that refreshed or chastened depending on the readiness of the listener. Her lectern was usually adorned with flowers and she would lean on it like the living subject of a Rossetti painting, removing her cardigan with a flourish at the start of the class.
 My own recollection of Nan Shepherd is little more than a fragment. I remember visiting her house, Dunvegan, a large granite semi with a garden that sloped down to the old railway line. There was an austere grandeur to the house, as there was about its elderly owner. What stays with me is the boredom: the dreadful stillness of adult conversation in the conservatory, my mother's irritation with my restlessness. It wasn't much of an encounter. We were at opposite ends of life, Nan Shepherd and I. 'She asked to see you,' my mother told me. 'She said that I should "bring the child."' But my presence tested the patience of host and guest alike, until I could force our escape back up the brae to the new houses Shepherd disliked. 'The houses stretch up and up the hill as far as my childhood's playground, the Quarry Wood,' she complained to her friend Edith Robertson. 'But at least they can't build up my view in front ... so I still rejoice in space and distance and the sky.'
 Not long after this visit, Shepherd departed to a nursing home further into Deeside. 'It'll be odd for me to have a new address,' she told the writer Jessie Kesson, 'for I've never lived anywhere but here. But if people will take on more than the allotted share of life, they shouldn't take on more than the allotted share of space!' No one in those days could say that Shepherd took up too much cultural space. When a retired geography teacher, Roy Howard, published a history of the village, she didn't even warrant a mention. It's been quite a transformation, not just since her death in 1981, but since the quiet decades that followed it. The Living Mountain, her lyrical celebration of the Cairngorms, is now heralded as 'the finest book ever written on nature and landscape in Britain', as one Guardian writer put it. Her words are carved into an Edinburgh pavement: 'It's a grand thing to get leave to live.' Her image as an ardent young woman graces the Royal Bank of Scotland PS5 note. There's a growing academic literature. Every year brings a stream of new tributes. A play performed at the Pitlochry Festival Theatre last year - Nan Shepherd: Naked and Unashamed - captures the tenor of recent appreciation (it's being reprised in June). 'She loved to strip naked and swim in lochs,' its writer and director, Richard Baron, told the Herald. 'She didn't do housework and ... she practised free love.' I guess that's one way of saying that she was too posh to do the scrubbing (she had a live-in housekeeper, Mary Lawson) and was tight-lipped about her intimate life.
 One explanation for the current enthusiasm for Shepherd is her previous neglect and the romantic idea of unrecognised genius. Another is the potent image of the manuscript in the drawer: The Living Mountain, written in the 1940s, wasn't published until 1977. In many ways she remains an opaque figure. She's still best known for her rhapsodic mysticism, as well as for being the banner under which women's experience of and writing about the outdoors assailed a hostile publishing genre. Literary reputations always have a life of their own, but I struggle to reconcile Nan Shepherd of Cults with the cult of Nan Shepherd.
 Her correspondence, edited by Kerri Andrews, takes us back to Cults.* Much of the collection consists of letters from a select group: the poets Marion Angus and Helen B. Cruickshank, the novelist and playwright Jessie Kesson, and the historian and writer Agnes Mure Mackenzie. Together with Neil M. Gunn and Christopher Grieve (better known as Hugh MacDiarmid), they form what Andrews describes as Shepherd's 'epistolary world'.
 There's not a lot of gossip in the book. Nor is there much nature reverie, but this is perhaps a necessary restoration of balance. It's good to be reminded that Shepherd was just another writer, that she took it seriously, and had all the usual preoccupations and anxieties. Mackenzie is the pick of her correspondents. 'Nancy wumman. I am no hand at letters' is one of her brisk openers, though it is untrue: her letters are often funny and unsparing. After reading the newly published Quarry Wood, she reassures its author that 'the thing is a great book, if there's any meaning in the adjective. And the general lay-out is all right: the arrangement is logical & inevitable. What's wrong is in the actual writing.' 'Do come round by Aberdeen,' Shepherd writes to Gunn, 'and confirm me in my faith that art matters supremely.' The letters suggest an epistolary world at some remove from ordinary folk. This of course makes it harder to write about them: 'I haven't the necessary contact with life,' Mackenzie tells Shepherd, 'I don't know how people talk' (her growing deafness might have been an explanation unavailable to the others). Shepherd writes to Gunn that 'our housekeeper, an unlettered person but a character, enjoyed Morning Tide exuberantly.' She reports to Grieve about introducing his work to the Scottish Literature and Song Association and the Workers' Educational Association: 'The audience was definitely not high-brow - indeed the former is a body whose usual faire is Lady Nairne's songs or a demonstration of country dancing ... one fat comfortable elderly wife ... took every point in the most unexpected way ... you certainly got them.' Yet they are ill at ease with being rarefied: 'I'm not really a literary person,' Shepherd says to Gunn. 'There's a great big bit of me detached, and amused, and quite often cynical, that weighs the wind of the Spirit with the weights for corn and potatoes and things.' Gunn does the same thing: 'I am not really a literary man. I realise this with striking force when I meet many of my friends (e.g. C.M. Grieve). I play a little bit at it, but I laugh a little too.'
 It all makes me wonder whether Shepherd is an ideal avatar for inclusive writing. It's great to have a PS10,000 Nan Shepherd Prize for under-represented voices in nature writing, but does its value lie as much in admonition as in tribute? According to the late ecologist Adam Watson, Shepherd was 'a snob towards most working-class folk'. In a 2016 review, he described The Living Mountain as 'fanciful, contrived and fundamentally anthropocentric' and complained that 'she did not know the Braemar area or its folk well.' Shepherd does deal with humans in The Living Mountain - one chapter is called 'Life: Man' - but her Cairngorms are a transcendent place, not an artefact of human labour. Watson wasn't easy to please, but his view was shared by other locals. In 2003, my mother hosted a group of former students and neighbours to reminisce about Shepherd, at the behest of the geographer Hayden Lorimer. In Lorimer's recording, one Cults resident recalls her mother saying that on the morning train to Aberdeen Shepherd 'never took them on because they were ordinary'. Another chimes in: 'She was an intellectual snob, no question ... there were certain people she wasn't interested in.' 'She was remote from us,' my mother's friend Rose Graham added. Above the clink of teacups, the group exchanged outlandish theories about Shepherd's love life and speculated on the whereabouts of her correspondence.
 Shepherd must have been aware that her words might one day be read by strangers, not least because she gave some of her correspondence with Gunn to the National Library of Scotland in 1971. But the letters seem unencumbered by writerly self-consciousness. Gunn and Shepherd didn't meet often - Andrews notes that 'their friendship exists mostly in their letters' - but over more than forty years they developed a rare kind of ease. Shepherd addresses him as 'Neil me lad'. He tells her that 'a letter like yours is the birch tree itself & the afterglow through & beyond it.' In 1964, after his wife's death, Gunn is unable to recall whether he has already written to Shepherd:
 I feel tired. However, I can still float out into things, and though the flowers this summer have whiles been too lovely & me looking at them alone, I can deal with them, too, in my (& your) wordless fashion. In this, we have always gone the same way, & it's a way with silent companionship in it. So if I really didn't write to you, still I did. 

 In my mother's closing years, her spark dampened by dementia, I showed her the Shepherd PS5 note. She recognised her old teacher, but beheld the money with a confusion that was something more than the disease. How do we account for the fact that writing that was once published but didn't sell is now its own publishing currency? Canongate republished The Quarry Wood in 1987, then The Weatherhouse in 1988 and then in 1996 collated these two, along with A Pass in the Grampians and The Living Mountain, in an edition called The Grampian Quartet. But it took the apostolic arrival of Robert Macfarlane, who proclaimed her works in The Old Ways and in an introduction to the 2011 edition of The Living Mountain, to turn Shepherd into a publishing sensation. It's a chippy Aberdonian thing to say, but I notice that this validation had to come from elsewhere, that there's the power of good writing and the power to deem writing good and that these are different things with a distinct geography (elsewhere needn't be so far away: Edinburgh-based Canongate is an ingredient in the Shepherd revival). It's notable how little the correspondence contains about The Living Mountain. There isn't even a letter from Shepherd that mentions its publication in 1977 by Aberdeen University Press (several of the literary friends who might have cheered were dead), nor was there much discussion of it in the 1940s. Mackenzie and Gunn both offered advice but neither was optimistic about the book's prospects: 'I can see, Nan, that the world doesn't want the well water,' Gunn wrote. 'It doesn't know that it needs it.'
 In Aberdeen in the 1970s and 1980s, only oil wells mattered. Parts of the city started to shine as grey granite was cleaned up. But something subtle began to change in the years after Shepherd died. In February 1983 Bill Forsyth's film Local Hero was released, about a village that yields to the temptations of oil wealth ('we won't have anywhere to call home but we'll be stinking rich,' one resident says). The conscience of Fulton Mackay's character, an old beachcomber called Ben, eventually saves the village, but there was no saving Aberdeenshire from oil. In Cults, stables and workshops were turned into mews and executive apartments; the quarriers' cottages described in The Quarry Wood were replaced or upgraded. In May 1983, Aberdeen beat Real Madrid 2-1 in extra time to win the European Cup Winners' Cup. A far from jubilant city went nuts. In September the same year, a random horror shook our village: a taxi driver called George Murdoch was robbed of PS21 of takings and garrotted with a cheese wire just up from the old station at the east end of Cults. No one was charged. Then in October, I was cycling to school when I heard the sound of an explosion. The cushion of my bike tyres meant that, unlike most people, I didn't feel the ground shake. Several people had reported the smell of gas near the Royal Darroch Hotel, four hundred metres east of Shepherd's house. The Royal Darroch's 'Texan-sized' cocktail bar was an embodiment of Aberdeen's oil wealth and had hosted many of its beneficiaries. At 8.53 that morning the ground floor collapsed into its basement, parts of the roof were blown off and masonry, wood, glass and plaster were cast across the North Deeside Road. Six staff and guests were killed, scores more injured.
 This local tragedy - caused by an unvented leak from a fractured gas pipe - didn't really have anything to do with the fading promise of oil, but it somehow announced change. Even now I find the sight of it hard to dislodge. My paper round took me past the shell of the Royal Darroch, burned curtains flapping, as the fatal accident inquiry dragged on for a year and the hotel couldn't be demolished until it concluded. Sheriff Principal Stewart Bell eventually ruled that the incident had been avoidable, but didn't recommend bringing charges. The more obvious end to the boomtown years came in July 1988 when a gas explosion on an Occidental Petroleum Corporation rig, Piper Alpha, killed 165 workers and two rescuers. It was the world's worst offshore oil and gas disaster. No one was charged in connection with that either. The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change was set up later that year. It would tell us that oil was our common ruin.
 In the foreword to The Living Mountain, Shepherd complains that 'Cairn Gorm grows scruffy, the very heather tatty from the scrape of boots,' though these scrapes were minor compared with the gashes caused by the ski developments at Coire Cas and the construction around the turn of the millennium of the (now broken) funicular railway. Outdoor gear had evolved from green waxed cotton to pink Gore-Tex, protecting our bodies from rain and sweat while introducing to them a cocktail of per and polyfluoroalkyl substances (PFAs) - the forever chemicals. Fossil fuel wasn't the antithesis of outdoor culture but an enabling condition. Three decades after Shepherd's death in 1981, a new readership found its way to The Living Mountain, a manuscript Shepherd had conceived as an escape from the horrors of war but which now afforded shelter in a different climate. 'In that disturbed and uncertain world,' she wrote in the foreword, 'it was my secret place of ease.' It's easy to see the contemporary resonance, but I don't altogether trust this return to the 1940s and to some prehuman essence of nature: light and form, naked birches, elemental forces, feyness of body and spirit, gaunt corries, the churr of ptarmigan, white cumuli low on the horizon. Our yearning for a world innocent of carbon knowledge feels like a distraction from declining snow cover and biodiversity loss in the present, from stressed Cairngorm habitats that are too warm or too cool, too wet or too dry. I find myself unsure of the wistfulness and retrospection that Shepherd's name now evokes.
 I'm not really in a position to complain about Shepherd being pressed into service, having made my own ruthless deployment of The Living Mountain. On a Saturday morning in 1984 I took the bus into town, flush with paper-round money, which I usually spent on cassettes for my Sony Walkman. On that Saturday I bought Bob Dylan's Planet Waves, discounted at PS3.49 (an eccentric choice when my peers were listening to Simple Minds or Big Country). At eleven years old, I found having money to spend liberating, but I had to contend with my mother's disapproval at the way I spent it. In those days, I felt her judgment was worth appeasing or diverting. In Bargain Books on Union Street, a mountain of remaindered Nan Shepherds rose vast and silent. A copy cost twenty pence, or maybe it was fifty, but it wasn't much for a votive offering. When I got home, the conversation played out as I expected.
 'What did you get?'
 'A tape, and a book.'
 'Och, you'll fairly get through the money that way,' she said, eyeing the cassette. First the sting, then the antidote. 'Oh,' she said, 'that's Nan Shepherd.'
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