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The Righteous Community
Jackson Lears

8055 wordsSix weeks  after President George W. Bush launched what the White House called a Global War on Terror, in October 2001, the journalist Bob Woodward asked the vice president, Dick Cheney, when the war would end. 'Not in our lifetime,' Cheney said. One can picture his barely suppressed smirk, a facial tic familiar from interviews. Cheney, and by implication 'we', had embarked on a war to outlast our lifetimes - an endless war. For a member of the 'Vulcans', Bush's foreign policy circle, committed to expanding US hegemony through constant imperial adventure, what could be more exciting than perpetual war against an elusive, shapeshifting, often invisible enemy?
Now, nearly a quarter of a century on, the wet dream of an ageing militarist has become a fundamental force driving American foreign policy. This should come as no surprise, given Cheney's central role in creating a permanent warfare state. The media cliche that 9/11 'changed everything' offered a convenient excuse for unprecedented violations of fundamental constitutional principles - the unchecked expansion of executive power, the utter disregard for habeas corpus and defendants' rights in general, the warrantless mass surveillance of millions of citizens and the legitimation of torture as a military tactic. To warriors against terror, the Bill of Rights had become 'quaint', as Bush's attorney general, Alberto Gonzales, said of the Geneva Conventions.
The hysteria provoked by the attacks on the World Trade Center created an opportunity for Cheney and his ideological comrades to engineer what amounted to a coup d'etat. In collaboration with the Clinton wing of the Democratic Party, they fashioned a Washington foreign policy consensus committed to armed intervention abroad, overt or covert, anywhere US intelligence agencies decided that American interests were somehow at stake. What had once been kept hidden was now paraded in public, as doctrines of regime change and preventive war received serious consideration in the New York Times and the Washington Post. 'Everything has changed' was the perfect mantra for a national security establishment that aimed to change everything - by unleashing executive power from constitutional constraints and defining its range as limitless.
The foundation for that agenda had been laid during the Cold War and built on in the 1990s, in that heady unipolar moment. Bush the younger's Vulcan advisers, led by Cheney, had been plotting a more aggressive foreign policy ever since Bush the elder thwarted their hopes by stopping short of seizing Baghdad in 1991. Clinton Democrats, meanwhile, were itching for overseas involvement wherever they could find or invent a population threatened by tyranny. Once the US became the world's only superpower, universalist fantasies proliferated. But after 9/11 they widened, intensified and solidified into a new consensus. Washington policymakers and their media stenographers came to view endless war as a normal condition, and the world as a battlefield where morally charged confrontations could be staged repeatedly, perhaps for ever.
This terrifying vision originated among a small group of intellectuals whose belief system would have been deemed reckless even at the nadir of the Cold War - indeed, it was the worldview that consigned Barry Goldwater to crushing defeat by Lyndon Johnson in 1964. But eventually it moved inside the charmed circle, becoming regarded as responsible opinion and engulfing the Democratic Party even more thoroughly than the Republicans.
During the weeks, months and years after the towers fell, as fear and anger spread through the body politic, disturbing habits of mind became embedded in policy debate. The most corrosive was the recoil from debate itself, which came to be seen as a betrayal of national unity. According to the official view, independent thought was the pathetic pastime of a few outliers like Susan Sontag, who had the temerity to ask: 'Where is the acknowledgment that this was not a "cowardly" attack on "civilisation" or "liberty" or "humanity" or "the free world" but an attack on the world's self-proclaimed superpower, undertaken as a consequence of specific American alliances and actions?' Merely raising the question led to Sontag being denounced as an apologist for terrorism.
'Terrorism': the word acquired the magical power of stopping all discussion, indeed all thought, instantaneously. In the public imagination, terrorism was close to barbarism - a marriage sanctified by implicitly racist Islamophobia (the term is inadequate, since it focuses on fear to the exclusion of contempt and rage). The obsession with exterminating terrorists had calamitous consequences for US foreign policy. Diplomacy was out of the question when you were dealing with murderous savages - which is what terrorists were by definition - and any political interpretation of terrorist acts beyond 'they hate our freedom' betrayed the interpreter's complicity.
The Bush team did their best to elevate their motives above plain revenge by making use of the rhetoric of 'global leadership'. In this exalted idiom, eliminating terrorists and overthrowing governments suspected of harbouring them were the first steps in a grander project: the global spread of American-style democracy, which would ultimately mean the triumph of civilisation over barbarism all over the world. 'Democracy promotion' abroad became an avowed aim of US foreign policy.
This is the sensibility - a blend of visceral revulsion, righteous anger and sentimental moralism - that the war on terror bequeathed to American foreign policymakers on both sides of the aisle, shaping their perceptions of every enemy manufactured by the national security state since the collapse of the Soviet Union. The media have collaborated in this project by personalising projected threats, demonising foreign adversaries by turning them into comic-strip villains. Behind these monstrous figures are subhuman hordes, whose menace can be conjured by the magic words 'Russia' or 'Hamas'. This cartoonish world picture has flourished in the decades since 9/11 - never more flagrantly than in the current American and Israeli attempt to justify Israel's genocidal war on Gaza. The great unpunished war crime of our time is a product of the war on terror; Israelis who descend from survivors of one holocaust are now creating another.
Richard Beck's Homeland supplies abundant matter for contemplation. He deftly reconstructs the coup d'etat that unfolded in the corridors of power after 9/11, but also explores the darker reaches of the American psyche: the vicarious sadism; the Manichean moral certainty; and the belief, deeply rooted in American cultural history, that anything is justified in a war against barbarians. Congress's carte blanche for Bush's assault on the Bill of Rights was a step on the way to its standing ovation for Netanyahu's ethnic cleansing of Gaza. Homeland is about the present historical moment too.
Beck recognises that understanding the war on terror requires a wider interpretive range than the conventional idiom of power politics can encompass. He uses literary sources to reconstruct the archetypal encounter with the dark-skinned other. His guide is Richard Slotkin, whose Regeneration through Violence: The Mythology of the American Frontier, 1600-1860, first published in 1973, illuminates the murderous rage long concealed in US history textbooks by anodyne phrases like 'westward expansion'.
Yet the idea of the mythic frontier, important as it is, doesn't capture every aspect of the war on terror: its religious intensity for example, or the resistance of the warriors to learning from their repeated failures. This kind of warmaking is not based on a reasonable assessment of the evidence: it is rooted in a faith-based belief system - an outlook fostered by evangelical Protestantism for much of US history, but now cut loose from its theological moorings and surviving, even flourishing, among all sorts of Americans, including many who have never been inside a church. Ever since evangelical revivals swept across the country in the 19th century, American history has been animated by efforts to imagine the local network of believers as a righteous community - one that will eventually expand to the entire nation, perhaps the world. At the same time, such communities are haunted by the fear of falling away from righteousness. Waves of worry about moral decline also periodically washed over the political class, rallying its members to rededicate themselves to their collective missionary purpose.
The ideal of a righteous community left little room for moral uncertainty: one was either included or excluded, saved or damned. Believers had an air of millenarian expectancy, excited but anxious, waiting for the Messiah to return - or, in the Jewish version, to come for the first time. In both Jewish and Christian traditions, the motif of waiting for the Messiah sets the moral stage for a range of possibilities: everything from withdrawing from the world to making the world a better place for the Messiah to inhabit, as in Social Gospel Protestantism and Reform Judaism. This tradition reinforced a powerful social democratic ethos, but it also led the way to emotional ground jointly occupied by hard-right Israeli and Christian Zionists. The mingling of hope and anxiety, the mood of tense expectancy, the endless (perhaps impatient) waiting, all intensified by the need to reaffirm communal righteousness through missionary commitment: this shared sensibility also intensified the craving for conquest within Israel's leadership and among its American defenders. There are many reasons war fever has raged out of control, as Homeland brilliantly shows, but the millenarian worldview contributed to igniting the conflagration. How else can we explain the compulsion to repeat failed strategies time after time, still less the willingness to destroy the entire world, oneself included, to fulfil what one believes is a divinely ordained purpose?
Beck begins  by noting that for most Americans, the primal experience of the 11 September attacks was watching the towers fall again and again on the television news. 'The situation's emotional truth,' Beck writes, was 'a feeling of total helplessness, that there was nothing anyone could do.' It was like watching a Hollywood disaster movie. But it was real. The disquieting sense of impotence was profound. The desperate need to find examples of effective agency focused on first responders, firefighters especially. The TV audiences didn't realise that the firefighters themselves were often helpless, and that most people who escaped did so under their own steam. The first responder became an instant cultural hero - one of many who emerged, literally or metaphorically, from the ruins of the World Trade Center.
As Beck recognises, post-9/11 politics and popular culture were both rooted in that mass trauma of impotent spectatorship. He quotes the question asked by Susan Faludi in The Terror Dream (2007): what if the 'deepest psychological legacy' of the war on terror was not 'the pleasure we now take in dominance but the original shame that domination seeks desperately to conceal'? As Beck writes, people go to 'extraordinary lengths' to avoid experiencing shame. 'They deflect, lash out, rationalise, or lose themselves in hysterics. They start fights they can't win, search desperately for hidden enemies in their midst, and see the world that surrounds them as filled with potential threats.' The last sentence captures the self-defeating, bipartisan sludge that is US national security policy in the 21st century.
Beck aims to explain where the shame originated. Following Slotkin, he explores the deepest roots of American warmaking in colonial captivity narratives and tales of heroic hunters. Most captivity narratives were written by female English colonists who had been taken prisoner by Indians, then rescued and brought back to 'civilisation'; as Beck says, these tales 'converted real, traumatic experiences into parables of trial and redemption'. The captives returned with a renewed (if sometimes ambivalent) commitment to their own righteous community and its superiority over the savages surrounding them. But some of them still lay awake at night, as Mary Rowlandson did, reflecting on her past torments and 'the awful dispensation of the Lord towards us'.
A sanitised version of the captivity narrative, shorn of Rowlandson's reflections, became the official story of post-9/11 America, as constructed by its leaders: the American people would be freed from their helpless vulnerability by enlisting in a Global War on Terror. The terrorists, like the indigenous inhabitants of North America, would be defeated by American hunter heroes, fictional and historical: figures like Daniel Boone, Natty Bumppo and Davy Crockett - white men who replaced female captives as protagonists in the developing frontier mythology. In hunter hero stories, 'violence is the only remedy for humiliation, fear and trauma, and it will be administered in whatever quantities are required to wipe the enemy off the face of the earth,' as Beck writes. Hunter heroes weren't afraid to break rules: this made them especially appealing in the post-9/11 atmosphere, which was filled with portentous chatter about which rules it would be necessary to break in pursuit of revenge. In a world governed by frontier mythology, in order to triumph over barbarism it was necessary to fight like barbarians.
US leaders cleared a path to that conclusion by saying from the outset that the war on terror would not be a conventional war. It would not even be a conventional guerrilla war, like the one fought against the Viet Cong, who had clear-cut grievances and aims. As Bush's secretary of state, Colin Powell, said: 'The enemy is in many places. The enemy is not looking to be found. The enemy is hidden. The enemy is, very often, right here within our own country.' Such comments encouraged a nightmarish atmosphere of permanent and inescapable crisis, with mysterious enemies everywhere and nowhere.
The dominant tone and thrust of American foreign policy changed overnight. In debates with Al Gore during the 2000 presidential campaign, Bush had come across as a foreign policy moderate, disavowing 'nation-building' and expressing concern about overextended US forces abroad. All this was consistent with a moment when, in Beck's words, 'foreign policy grandees understood the country's role as privileged but essentially managerial': disciplining rogue states when they got out of line, as Saddam did when he invaded Kuwait; keeping the wheels of global capital spinning through institutions like the International Monetary Fund and the World Trade Organisation.
But when the younger Bush took office he appointed foreign policy advisers who took a less sanguine view of America's situation in the world. Bush's war cabinet and its support staff saw nothing but 'growing threats to the American peace established at the end of the Cold War', as Robert Kagan, a former State Department official under Reagan, and William Kristol, editor of the Weekly Standard, wrote in an essay collection called Present Dangers: Crisis and Opportunity in American Foreign and Defence Policy, published in 2000, the election year. Present Dangers was an ur-text of neoconservative thinking. For these fearful, truculent policymakers it was almost as if the towers had already fallen.
Their fearful truculence fundamentally shaped the Bush team's ideology, which pundits were describing as 'neoconservative' well before 9/11. Chief among the neoconservative ideologues were Richard Perle (aide to Donald Rumsfeld), Paul Wolfowitz (deputy secretary of defence) and Elliott Abrams (National Security Council senior director). All of these men contributed to Present Dangers. The book was a blueprint for US foreign policy, which would be characterised by neoconservative fears and fantasies for the next quarter-century. As I write, we are facing the consequences of direct US involvement in Israel's unprovoked invasion of Iran; a ceasefire is currently in place, but how hostilities play out remains to be seen. All the old arguments for regime change (or collapse into chaos) are being trundled out, as they were two decades ago in the run-up to the Iraq War. At this point, millenarian habits of mind seem unavoidably present. Doing God's will often requires doing the same thing again and again, as the Millerite sect showed in the 1840s: when their predictions of the world's end kept missing the mark, they just kept rescheduling.
The capture of US public discourse by a narrow millenarian sect deserves some explanation - especially since the sect's commitment to forever war is sharply at odds with American public opinion and sectarian-backed imperial adventures have proved reliably calamitous. Despite this, a militant cast of mind has flourished in media and government circles. In Max Weber's typology, the sect has become a church - at home with wealth and power and governed by Church Fathers who learned geopolitical casuistry as directors of US intelligence agencies, the neoconservatives' institutional home.
In retrospect, this coup d'etat, extended and expanded since the Bush years, is both predictable and puzzling. It is unsurprising that a millenarian cadre, animated by a rabidly militarist ideology reminiscent of reactionary Cold Warriors, could move from the fringes to the centre of the Republican party: Reagan had paved the way by domesticating militarism in his sunny Frank Capra vision of virtuous nationhood and manhood. What is remarkable is that this same ideology, tarted up with some identitarian cosmetics, would capture the Democratic Party as well. Under Clintonite rule, Democrats could get on board with imperial adventurism just as avidly as Republicans, especially if the adventure was conducted in a bracing atmosphere of moral urgency. This was the way the Washington foreign policy consensus reshaped itself to conform to the emerging orthodoxy. How did it happen so quickly and completely? The underexplored possibility remains the importance of the millenarian sensibility - impatient with waiting, anxious and fearful, but eager for apocalyptic conflict with a savage enemy.
Waiting for the Messiah turns out to be a lot like waiting for the barbarians. In J.M. Coetzee's great novel, much time in the imperial outpost is spent waiting for an apocalyptic event, a showdown with the barbarians who must be obliterated by the advance of empire. For those in the frontier settlement, no other outcome is thought to be possible, until the pathetic remnants of the empire's expeditionary force begin to straggle back. Like the imperial state in Waiting for the Barbarians, the US and Israel are convinced of their exalted status as Chosen Nations; their leaders are drunk on exceptionalist fantasies and committed to conquering populations they deem inferior.
The ascendancy of neoconservative thought in Washington helps to explain why parts of Present Dangers seem consistent with what now passes for bold thinking among the wing-chair set at the Cosmos Club. In his contribution, for example, Elliott Abrams assaulted the 'naive optimism' of Bush I and Clinton's search for a peace settlement in the Middle East. Abrams's alternative was to reject diplomatic solutions and focus instead on pursuing security for Israel through military domination of actual and potential enemies throughout the region. This has now become a declared justification for Israel's genocide in Gaza. What was once a reactionary Zionist fantasy (the 'clean break' with Oslo-style diplomacy) has become a respectable part of public discourse. Israel has played a major part in the neoconservative turn of American foreign policy. No one can discount the role of its lobbyists in building support for what would once have been considered extreme and dangerous foreign policy adventurism. But the Israel lobby could never have done the job alone.
What really put the neoconservatives over the top was 9/11. Who knows how they would have fared had the towers never fallen? They faced substantial opposition, including from within their own party. 'But because September 11 did happen, they were able to realise their vision on the largest possible scale, all at once,' as Beck observes. The neoconservatives' strident bellicosity perfectly suited the post-9/11 mood, which infused America's managerial role with messianic fury. The world would be cleansed of terrorists; there would be zero tolerance for such vermin - just like Reagan's war on drugs. What war aims could better provide the moral certainties that Americans (or at least their political class) craved, after the ambiguities and mendacities of Vietnam?
Yet the neoconservatives knew that the American populace remained wary of overseas adventures and intolerant of mass-casualty foreign wars, and there was no longer a draft to force them into uniform. Fighting an overseas war required not only reliance on a compliant media to manufacture consent but also the use of a smaller, more mobile fighting force. Special Forces fitted that bill, adding the double-barrelled appeal of secrecy and hypermasculinity. They were the current reincarnations of the hunter heroes of frontier mythology - 'awesome physical specimens' (in Beck's words), unbound by bourgeois convention, bold enough to break the rules when necessary (which, in a war on terror, was pretty much all the time). After the end of the draft they became 'the closest thing the country has to a sanctified class'. Small wonder that when the Department of Defence signed on for consulting work with Hollywood filmmakers, the government contractors did more than provide expertise on weaponry, enthusiastically taking up the role of scriptwriters - and removing anything remotely resembling criticism of the US military.
Contradictory  messages streamed from Washington in the days following the attacks. They 'changed everything' and changed nothing. From the outset, Bush and his staff advised Americans to go to work, go shopping, take the whole family to Disney World. If you alter your daily routine, especially if you stop having fun, then (the refrain went) 'the terrorists will have already won.' As late as 2015, Obama was still striking the same chord: 'We cannot give them the victory of changing how we go about living our lives.'
An atmosphere of strain, a willed normality, pervaded everyday life. While it may have been 'comforting to shop', as Beck says, what was sold was also part of the story. Gun sales shot up, and so did sales of SUVs - people felt safer sitting up high. Time magazine, finger on the American pulse as always, noted the transformation of the soccer mom into the 'security mom': 'Her civil liberties seem less important to her than they used to, especially compared with keeping her children safe.' This sociological fantasy legitimated the false choice between abstract 'civil liberties' and the innocent bystanders strapped into the back seat of the Range Rover - the sort of choice that greenlit the coup that was unfolding in Washington.
The yoking together of faux normality and draconian security emerged with particular clarity at the 2002 Super Bowl in New Orleans. The normal part was present in what Beck calls the 'militaristic bombast and apple-pie-sentimentality' of the pre-game show, which included Paul McCartney singing 'Freedom' with 'no hint of the naive peacenik of yore', as one reporter noted. But the stadium and the surrounding neighbourhoods were cordoned off and swarming with armed police. McCartney sang his paean to freedom in 'one of the least free areas in the United States', as Beck writes. Never before had the nation seen such 'an enormous, complex and intrusive security apparatus' - which only intensified the anxieties it was meant to relieve by reminding everyone of all the bad things that could happen.
An ever expanding quest for a reified, fetishised feeling of security animated the logic of the Global War on Terror. Victory required more than hunkering down and sealing the borders: the US had to project power into the world. The National Football League's collaboration with Homeland Security at the Super Bowl paved the way for the militarisation of public space. This was the fate of Ground Zero, which eventually became an obsessively monitored 'security zone'. Individuals were also monitored by new surveillance tools and practices. The quest for security at the US border led to a preoccupation with preventing terrorism by profiling passengers according to facial expressions, body language and emotional demeanour. (Be careful about showing annoyance or any other 'negative' trait.) 'It wasn't just that the Transportation Security Authority was going to invade your privacy - you were going to behave as though you liked it, too,' Beck writes. The new method was called SPOT - Screening Passengers by Observation Techniques. As a project manager at the Department of Homeland Security told Congress, he and his colleagues had been examining people's mannerisms, modes of sitting or standing, staring or not staring, looking down and the like - all 'to establish whether there is something to detect'. Apparently, SPOT didn't result in a single arrest of a terrorist. But the new surveillance practices did help create a world of universal mistrust where everyone was spying on everyone else.
Still, some people have been more spied on than others. Profiling behavioural traits to identify potential terrorists could easily slide into identification by racial, cultural and political group. In the weeks after 9/11, much of the American population was caught up in racist and Islamophobic stereotypes; hate crimes proliferated against Arabs and Muslims, even imaginary ones, like the turbaned Sikh murdered outside his own gas station in Mesa, Arizona on 15 September 2001. Persons of interest were rounded up by the FBI after criticising US foreign policy or conducting even brief internet searches on jihad, weapons and combat training. Sometimes those arrested were simply unattached young Muslim men who had displayed no suspicious behaviour at all. Unable to find real threats, law enforcement was forced to imagine them and to engage in what Beck calls 'pre-emptive prosecution' - convictions wholly or partly concocted by law enforcement. To provide spurious evidence, police often resorted to entrapment. This systematic misconduct led to the arrest of thousands of innocent people. As Beck concludes, 'the threat of domestic terrorism was largely a hysterical fiction.'
Meanwhile, the Patriot Act, passed in October 2001 with 66 dissenting votes in the House and one in the Senate, had granted expansive new powers to law enforcement: citizens and non-citizens alike could be jailed or deported on evidence that could be kept secret; those accused could be refused bail and access to lawyers; they could be subject to indefinite detention at newly constructed camps, where they were tried by military tribunals, not courts. The 'post-9/11 dragnet', Beck charges, was 'one of the most shameful episodes in the country's history'. To illustrate, he provides an account of Adama Bah, a 16-year-old Muslim girl who was brought to New York City from Guinea when she was a toddler. In March 2005, FBI agents burst into her family's apartment at dawn, with her handcuffed father in tow (he had been arrested at the local mosque), claiming there were irregularities in his immigration papers and shouting: 'We're going to deport you and your whole family!' Adama and her parents were dragged off to jail and interrogated. She was told that Tashnuba, a girl from her mosque, had written her name on a list of potential suicide bombers. She later learned that FBI agents told Tashnuba that Adama had written her name on a suicide bomber list. No such list was ever found.
Adama and Tashnuba spent six weeks at a federal detention centre in Pennsylvania, where they were strip-searched several times a day and told: 'You no longer have rights.' Adama's family hired a lawyer and the government eventually granted her release on condition that she keep a 10 p.m. curfew and wear an ankle bracelet 24 hours a day. She wore it for two and a half years, until she was finally issued a green card. She was never given any justification for her treatment, which was common for Muslims regardless of gender, age or class. Together they supplied a steady stream of scapegoats to keep Americans believing they were in perpetual danger - and that only the security state could protect them.
The top-down effort to control the national mood was a direct result of the diffuse and boundless nature of the war Bush had declared. He could have focused on al-Qaida in Afghanistan, but instead his administration made the entire world its battlefield, beginning with the expansion of the war to Iraq in March 2003. Israelis became the overseas cheerleaders for the invasion. I remember sitting in a diner in Lambertville, New Jersey, across a table from Gadi Taub - then a PhD candidate at Rutgers, now a prominent Israeli journalist. He confidently predicted that, once Saddam Hussein was overthrown, the Iraqis would embrace American-style democracy, just as Germany and Japan had done after the Second World War. This preposterous belief passed for conventional wisdom on both sides of the Atlantic. Expectations ran high. 'Iraq will be the first step' towards 'structurally changing the entire area', an Israeli general announced after the invasion. American neoconservatives agreed: the war on terror required the transformation of the Middle East through toppling autocracies and replacing them with democracies - or what the CIA and Mossad considered democracies.
Despite all the talk about democracy, a crucial component of it - public debate - was missing in the run-up to the Iraq War. Only pro-war views got a fair hearing, or indeed any hearing at all. In the first two weeks of February 2003, 267 current or former government officials appeared on major US TV networks to discuss the coming war. Only one (Edward Kennedy) was opposed to it, and even he treated it as a foregone conclusion. As Beck says, the media - including the New York Times, CNN et al - 'refused to stage a real debate'. Public officials assumed their task was 'confidence-building and grief management', as Sontag wrote. 'Politics, the politics of a democracy - which entails disagreement, which promotes candour - has been replaced by psychotherapy.' She was among those whom conservatives and centre-left liberals wanted to silence, Beck writes, just as they wanted to suppress 'any deviations, no matter how minute, from the scripted morality play of mourning, national innocence and vengeance'.
Besotted with Bush's militaristic posturing in the months and years after 9/11, the US media have remained infatuated by presidential displays of military might ever since. Fareed Zakaria of CNN went so far as to declare that Trump 'became president of the United States' only after he had launched Tomahawk missiles into Syria - 'as though it were impossible to embody the full majesty of the office', Beck writes, 'without killing people over something of negligible strategic importance'. After 9/11, Congress passed a series of resolutions granting the president nearly absolute power over when, where and how to launch military action anywhere in the world. The stage was set for the enactment of the vision contained in Bush's Second Inaugural Address in 2005, when he promised to lead a crusade to drive tyranny from the face of the earth.
As  the promoters of the war on terror waxed grandiose, they orchestrated a propaganda campaign requiring Muslims to play two contradictory roles. First, they had to be defined as barbarians who understood only violent force. This was the war on terror's foundational logic. If the US had acknowledged al-Qaida as a group with political grievances, no matter how abhorrent to Americans, conflict could have been confined to Afghanistan. But if terrorism had no rational explanation or causes, terrorists' putative grievances were merely cover for irremediable barbarism. Confronted by 'a group of people who were not only immune to reason but also believed that victory could be found only in domination and destruction', Beck writes, 'the US could claim that it had no choice but to pursue extremists to the ends of the earth, no matter the cost.'
Yet at the same time, to placate liberal imperialists like Hillary Clinton and win popular support for a distant conflict, the architects of the war on terror had to raise the moral ante by giving Muslims a dual status - not only must they be barbarians, but also 'innocent victims in need of saving, people who longed for liberation at the hands of America's armed forces', in Beck's words. The balancing of innocence and savagery among the enemy was difficult enough, but what really undermined the Americans' pretence at humanitarian motives was the revelation of the torture they routinely inflicted on prisoners, most notoriously at Abu Ghraib.
Beck documents the role of torture as a titillating spectacle shared by soldiers on the ground and civilians back home. 'Nothing communicated the viciousness and ghastly inventiveness of the American guards at Abu Ghraib more effectively than the fact that they wanted to photograph the torture,' Beck writes. The vicious behaviour was not confined to prison guards. Military intelligence officers gave detailed instructions on torture methods including sleep deprivation and other means of weakening prisoners between interrogation sessions. Meanwhile, Americans at home became fond of watching torture in films and TV shows. Before 9/11, prime-time television showed fewer than four scenes of torture per year; after 9/11, it showed more than a hundred. TV shows like 24 made it look as if torture works. At one point the hero of 24, Jack Bauer, resigns from his counterterrorism unit before he illegally tortures someone, to make sure the unit won't be held responsible. Sometimes Daniel Boone has to break the rules but he will always cover his bosses' collective ass.
From top to bottom, American society became entangled with torture. Military intelligence officers were enablers of the prison guards and were in turn enabled by the White House lawyer John Yoo and Bush's Office of Legal Counsel - whose decisions weren't bound by congressional oversight or judicial review. This institutional support for torture changed people. Up and down the chain of command, Beck observes, Americans who saw the Afghan and Iraq wars as revenge missions were disposed towards sadism. Soldiers abused and tortured detainees without being ordered to do so by officers - 'sadism was a part of the project from the very beginning,' in Beck's words. 'The government's legalisation of torture was not a deviation from the war's purpose but an attempt to formalise an aspect of the war that had been present at the outset.'
Torture was deeply rooted in the history of North American encounters with the aboriginal other: frontier justice had stressed the necessity of moral flexibility. Soldiers 'made out of suspected terrorists a new kind of Indian', Beck says, 'a people born and raised so far from the heart of real civilisation that violence and humiliation were the only languages they could be expected to understand'. But what happened after 9/11 was something new: the legitimation of torture at the highest levels of government.
The ethics of the political class had been sullied, and some of its leading members tried to clean up the mess without taking or assigning too much blame. 'Even before I came into office,' Obama said, 'I was very clear that in the immediate aftermath of 9/11 we did some things that were wrong. We did a whole lot of things that were right, but we tortured some folks. We did some things that were contrary to our values.' The painful locution 'we tortured some folks' revealed the usually nimble Obama striking a faux-populist note at the worst possible time. And his claim that torture was 'contrary to our values' was aspirational rather than factual. As Beck makes clear, when it came to fighting brown-skinned barbarians - whether in the Black Hills of Dakota, the Philippine jungle, or the Mekong Delta - torture was as American as cherry pie.
Many Americans (including myself) believed Obama would bring an end to the Bush administration's coup; instead, the new president merely refined it. There were a few hopeful signs at first - he promised to ban torture and to close Guantanamo Bay - but he soon showed signs of being absorbed into the Washington consensus. He quickly embraced Washington's double standard towards Israel; in a 2009 speech advocating the two-state solution he called for only one side, the Palestinians, to 'abandon violence'. Ultimately, Obama's main achievement was to recast the cultural style of the war on terror, not its substance. His administration's attempt to rename the Global War on Terror as the 'Overseas Contingency Operation' failed for obvious reasons, although it did demonstrate his wish to establish a more technocratic, less melodramatic idiom for warmaking. In practice, 'banning torture' meant a shift from flagrantly violent abuse worthy of prime-time TV to psy-ops involving patience and cunning. Most important, Obama's approach was torn by contradiction; at the same time as declaring an end to Bush's Global War on Terror, he also said he had 'no plans to diminish counterterrorism operations abroad' - which could involve who knew what enhanced interrogation techniques at 'black sites' around the world. He vastly expanded CIA drone operations, and his administration's lawyers decided that drone strikes did not require a congressional declaration of war. Reports of civilian casualties were minimised by the bureaucratic gambit of classifying all 'military-age males' who had been killed as 'enemy combatants'. Unlike Bush's invasions, Obama's 'surge' in Afghanistan was preceded by what seemed to be thoughtfulness, but still ended with the war becoming the longest in US history. As Edward Snowden revealed, Obama authorised unprecedented surveillance of Americans' private lives; the president later asserted without evidence that Americans really didn't disapprove of mass surveillance without a warrant as much as they imagined they did.
Obama institutionalised and expanded the war he had promised to end. Like other liberal Democrats, he wanted to elevate it above revenge and racism. Yet his desire to cultivate nobler aims only prolonged the fighting. Osama bin Laden's death could have ended the war on terror, as Beck observes, but Obama vowed to keep it going: 'having accomplished the war's only goal that was both concrete and achievable, Obama decided the country would continue to pour money and blood into a project whose only remaining function was to fuel bigotry and anger.'
As the war on terror began to seem genuinely endless, it became increasingly unpopular. Why did it continue? The bottom line, Beck believes, was that it seemed to be a solution to secular stagnation (that is, stagnation unconnected to the business cycle). The 'war for oil' conducted by the military-industrial complex was only part of a larger economic project, the attempt to speed up the slowing growth that had bedevilled Western capitalism since the 1970s - an effort begun by Reagan and Thatcher which quickly spread across the ideological landscape and was labelled 'neoliberalism'. This ideology revived all the 19th-century liberal pieties sanctifying unregulated markets and the free flow of capital; what was 'neo' about it was its veneer of technocratic expertise, its overt transfer of authority from big government to big business, and its commitment to policing the shambles left by capitalism's 'creative destruction' by means of an increasingly militarised carceral state.
Paul Bremer's spell as leader of the C0alition Provisional Authority in Iraq epitomised the imperial reach of the neoliberal project. The Bremer regime sought to hollow out Iraqi society and transform it into an exemplar of free-market liberalism. To be part of the world economic order, Bremer & Co. assumed, Iraq must be more like the US, and place few or no constraints on entrepreneurs. Foreign businessmen could parachute in, pay nominal taxes on phenomenal profits, and ignore any legal strictures that might involve investment in the future wellbeing of the country. In Bremer's belief system, installing a democracy in Iraq meant implementing economic 'reforms'. Whose ends those reforms served remained an open question. When $8.8 billion in reconstruction funds disappeared in Iraq, Bremer's financial adviser responded dismissively. 'Yeah, I understand,' he told an interviewer. 'I'm saying what difference does it make?'
Neoliberal policies, wherever they were implemented, spelled insecurity for working people. Beginning in the 1970s, the global economy had witnessed the gradual disappearance of stable, full-time employment and of the safety nets meant to cushion the unemployed. Laid-off workers needed to find a new job (or jobs) quickly. The result was what Beck calls a 'surge in informal work' and a dramatic increase in the global 'surplus population' - workers without skills, resources or luck enough to land a steady job, who were driven to migrate. But regional politics played its part. After 1967, the Israeli occupation of the West Bank and Gaza turned Palestinians in one fell swoop into part of the world's surplus population. The rise of the Palestine Liberation Organisation was a response to this forced economic marginality. Yet since 11 September 2001, attempting to suggest that terrorist acts have anything to do with economic exploitation or inequality has been met with reactions that range from incredulity to howling condemnation.
The war on terror, Beck argues, 'is a tool for managing the very surplus populations that the end of American-led economic prosperity helped to create, people whom the US now finds itself unable and unwilling to help'. Strategists recognised the centrality of this task even before 9/11. The 1990s were a golden age for think tanks that focused on 'how the military might reorient itself towards prolonged, sporadic, low-intensity urban conflict', Beck writes, noting that the armed services considered constructing training sites in rundown urban housing developments - where the US's own surplus population lives and needs to be managed.
Whatever domestic agendas such conflict promotes, the most striking feature of endless war is its futility. Any honest appraisal of America's military performance since 9/11 would have to acknowledge a record of consistently catastrophic interventions abroad. The invasion of Iraq produced explosive instability, not democracy, throughout the region. Policymakers' return to the cold porridge of regime change in Libya and humanitarian intervention in Syria 'produced only chaos and destruction', Beck writes. Under Obama, Hillary Clinton used her tenure as secretary of state as a springboard for clumsy meddling - scuttling peace talks in Syria by her demand for Assad's removal, for example, and plotting the overthrow and murder of Gaddafi, which turned Libya into a failed state and chief arms supplier to jihadists and other 'moderate rebels' in Syria. Failure followed failure - unless the interventions were intended to create conditions for permanent war.
None  of the architects of the continuing disaster in the Middle East has ever been called to account. This 'impunity culture', as Beck calls it, has enveloped the war on terror since its inception, forbidding efforts to place any blame on powerful individuals or institutions for war crimes or strategic blunders. Apart from the blank cheque the US has issued to Israel, the most egregious grant of impunity occurred when Obama refused to prosecute Bush, his war cabinet and his Office of Legal Counsel for complicity in torture. In a January 2009 interview on ABC, Obama said that 'we need to look forward as opposed to looking backward.' There would be no reckoning, no coming to terms with torture and the people who condoned it. This blanket pardon came from a man who fashioned his own 'kill list' and became assassin-in-chief; who authorised more secret drone strikes than any of his predecessors; and who pursued Snowden and other whistleblowers with what Beck calls 'a frightening intensity'. Obama has been a beneficiary of impunity culture too.
Trump would put his own personal stamp on the concept of impunity, but what made it a systemic feature of US political culture was the Global War on Terror - a conflict conducted by war criminals who have remained unaccountable; 'a war', in Beck's words, 'that most people agree was detrimental to the country's international reputation and its capacity for global leadership'. But, at first, the war revived the myth of America's unique virtue, reinforced by Bush's ultimatum: 'Either you are with us, or you are with the terrorists.' There would be no diplomacy, even among allies. 'America demanded allegiance from the rest of the world and offered nothing in return in 2001,' Beck notes, 'because America no longer felt it owed the rest of the world anything.' One of the war's fundamental (if unarticulated) goals was to confirm that the rest of the world would automatically defer to America, simply because of its overwhelming strength.
Homeland is an indispensable account of how we got to the terrible place we are in. It is also a reminder of how hard it is to tell who 'we' are, especially when the government that acts in our name makes its decisions in secret and without public assent or even discussion. The most catastrophic harm inflicted by the war on terror has been the triumph of militarism in foreign policy - the commitment to endless war that tickled Cheney's fancy a quarter of a century ago. This default setting originated in the deep history of North American settler colonialism. As Beck says, 'those who launched and supported the war have carried out a series of failed attempts to exorcise the country's founding trauma of victimisation by setting out into the wilderness in search of savages to dominate.' Along with these historical roots, there is a millenarian compulsion at work in the recurring clamour for war, one rooted in the righteous community's need for periodic regeneration through violence, as shown most recently in the aura of deja vu surrounding the frantic effort to bring the US formally into Israel's war on Iran, using the same claims deployed two decades ago to justify the invasion of Iraq. It didn't work the first time, but we must try it again. Beck wrote Homeland before this particular hysteria had resurfaced, but he knew the region was on the brink.
He also knew that the militarist mind-set could shape American perceptions of any alleged adversary, not just Muslims. The legacy of the war on terror 'flourishes in America's refusal to see the world as something other than a battlefield', he writes. This aggressive stance promoted the eastward expansion of Nato, provoking Putin's actions in Ukraine. As in the war on terror, the US was determined to take the offensive against the alleged aggressors - the Russians - who, despite their pretensions to civilisation, were in the popular imagination barbarians too. As Beck writes, 'during the first two years of the [Ukraine] war, America's response has been to escalate the conflict at every opportunity.' The rhetoric of neoconservative ideologues - Anne Applebaum, Jeffrey Goldberg, Timothy Snyder - recalled the posturing after 9/11: America's support for Ukraine was described as a 'transhistorical defence of "civilisation"' and it was claimed that 'Vladimir Putin, like Osama bin Laden, is motivated solely by a hatred of freedom.'
The ideology justifying the Ukraine war has been as moralistic and insistent on conformity as the rhetoric surrounding the war on terror. In October 2022, progressive members of Congress were bullied by the party leadership into backing off from even mild criticism of Biden's war in Ukraine. While the US and Nato settled into what Beck calls 'militarised intransigence' in Ukraine, parts of the Washington consensus sought to escalate rivalry with China into armed conflict. Endless war was threatening to become everywhere war.
Nowhere has the continuity with the war on terror been more obvious than in Israel's war on Gaza. Israel's strategy, which lay 'between ethnic cleansing and genocide' (as Beck says) or combined the two, was 'exactly the kind of war crime that international courts were established to prosecute'. But as Cheney and his comrades assumed from the beginning, a righteous war to exterminate terrorists rendered older prohibitions obsolete. The Israel-Palestine conflict shows how easily the social and political dynamics at work in the war on terror can come rushing back. The hundreds of Israeli civilians killed on 7 October 2023 were the excuse for the inevitable retaliation by the IDF. But the Israeli government was not interested in retaliation; it wanted to build public support for a war of extermination. So Israeli propagandists manufactured false information about atrocities committed by Hamas on 7 October - beheaded infants, foetuses ripped from their mother's wombs. Like the Americans who embraced an annihilationist agenda after 9/11, Beck observes, 'the people cheering on the slaughter drape their bloodlust in a hysterical rhetoric of civilisational defence against a horde of savages.' Those who object to Israel's mass murder of Palestinians, like those who have suggested that terrorist acts might have political motives, 'are accused of being apologists for rape, murder and torture'. If we succumb to the mind-numbing power of words like 'terrorism', Beck writes, we enact 'a morality play in which the only path to "peace" is the total displacement or annihilation of an ancient enemy'.
The situation seems close to hopeless. Simone Weil, quoted by Beck on the Iliad, cuts to the heart of the matter: 'To be outside a situation so violent as this is to find it inconceivable; to be inside it is to be unable to conceive its end.' Those of us who seek to conceive an end to endless war must somehow learn to challenge embedded American fixations and fantasies, as well as habits of mind and heart. Success is a long shot, but the stakes are too high not to risk it.
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Mesmerised
  Tom Crewe's vivisection of the works of Ocean Vuong is surely one of the best things of its kind since Macaulay's demolition of Robert Montgomery's poetry in the Edinburgh Review of April  1830 (LRB, 26 June).


David Howell

				Ilkley, West Yorkshire
			

  Tom Crewe's review of Ocean Vuong's latest novel reveals his ignorance of the multiple literary traditions in which Vuong participates. Vuong has discussed the influence on his work of the late  Korean American author Theresa Hak Kyung Cha, whose best-known work, Dictee (1982), is an experimental text combining illusory poetry and prose. Vietnamese American literature is in  general characterised by a profound obscurity that to some extent results from the linguistic dislocations caused by transnational migration. The poet Hoa Nguyen has talked about losing the  Vietnamese language when assimilating to mainstream American culture as a child, and the poet and novelist Vi Khi Nao has described using Latin as an intermediary language when learning English as  a native Vietnamese speaker. Vuong, who is dyslexic, immigrated to the United States at the age of two and struggled to learn to read. His style bears the linguistic traces of the typical immigrant  experiences of originary fracture and eventual reconstitution. I would also note that Crewe has accidentally gestured towards something genuine in his characterisation of Vuong's utterances as  'vatic'. Vuong's rich engagement with the tradition of Greco-Roman literature, best exemplified in his poetry collection Night Sky with Exit Wounds (2016), places him in the vatic  tradition of poets such as Pindar and Horace. Following Horace, we might refer to Vuong as a biformis vates, 'two-formed poet', for his collocation of Vietnamese and American identities in  one literary voice.
  I will also respond to a couple of loose observations in Crewe's review. First, I fail to see how the representations of racist and homophobic bullies in Vuong's novel On Earth We're Briefly  Gorgeous (2019) are cartoonish or crude. As a Korean American adoptee born in 1988, like Vuong, and who grew up near him in Vermont, I too was accosted by racist children in the playground,  who would squint as a way of mocking me. I was astounded by the fidelity with which Vuong rendered these experiences. Second, Crewe claims not to understand Vuong's characterisation of On Earth  We're Briefly Gorgeous as 'a private document (a letter from a son to his mother) "performing" as a novel'. Vuong describes his books as 'reincarnations, in the Buddhist sense, of one  another'. Authors have retold the same stories in different genres since antiquity. Ovid's presentations of the myth of Ariadne and Theseus offer a salient example. This story appears in  Metamorphoses and in Heroides, a collection of epistolary poems, whose form mirrors that of On Earth We're Briefly Gorgeous.
  I am ultimately grateful to Crewe for quoting so much of Vuong's text. Readers of his review have been given the opportunity to evaluate the quality of Vuong's prose for themselves. My belief is  that many of them will be mesmerised by its singular beauty.


Christopher Waldo

				University of Washington, Seattle
			
Tom Crewe writes: Christopher Waldo's letter would be a great deal more convincing if he had attempted to explain the 'singular beauty' of any one of the sentences I quoted in my review. There, I made a detailed case that Vuong's sentences don't work, taking full account of his intentions. Simply stating in opposition that these sentences represent 'originary fracture and eventual reconstitution' (whatever that might practically mean) does not magically make them good. Does it explain the description of someone's brow as being below their eyes? Equally, Waldo lights on the word 'vatic' but ignores the word I used after it, which was 'empty'. It is insulting to writers who are working with great deliberation to represent experience - any kind of experience - in all its particularity, and in good and interesting and original prose, to spuriously rebrand the evidence of failure as success. Readers are badly let down by this. The relevant fact is that Ocean Vuong is not Theresa Hak Kyung Cha or Hoa Nguyen or Vi Khi Nao or Horace or Pindar or Ovid. He is himself. One of the themes of my review was that a writer must be judged by the quality of their work, not by the rhetorical claims they or others make for it.
As for the bullies, my point was not that such abuse doesn't exist but that those responsible for it aren't usually immediately detectable by their having unpleasant physical features, and do not always instantly and volubly express, in the most crude ways, their prejudice. This is not true to life. The squinting that Vuong describes in On Earth We're Briefly Gorgeous is that of someone 'taking aim' and is presented as an instance of a small child responding to the narrator's queerness, not his ethnicity. (I too have been homophobically bullied - but I don't remember it being a legible feature of life as a six-year-old.) This, I would suggest, is another example of Waldo seeing something that isn't actually there on the page.





Ownership Struggle
Like Gundars Rudzitis, I am 'a lucky Balt', who spent a very happy year, aged four, in a Latvian refugee camp in Flensburg (Letters, 10 July). I was an only child very glad to have so many friends and enjoyed the relative freedom of the camp - never mind that I nearly died three times from illness and accident. What I found much more difficult to understand was the 'normality' of Edinburgh, where my mother and I arrived in 1948, having been invited by my aunt. My story would have been very different had my mother's older sister not married an artist born in Moscow, but of English extraction, with a British passport.


Marina Donald (nee Grinberga, then Greene)

				Edinburgh
			


Huge Hackle
  Adam Mars-Jones praises a sentence from Alan Garner's Red Shift - 'Each hill had a hood, a huge hackle of mist, and the cold clear rain that shed from the clouds was ice when it hit' - as  'a brilliantly cadenced description' (LRB, 10 July). The first (and most striking) half of this description is lifted straight from Sir Gawain and  the Green Knight (line 2081): 'Vch hille hade a hatte, a myst-hakel huge.'


Malcolm Andrew

				Tavistock, Devon
			


All Because of Her
  Francesca Wade notes Bella da Costa Greene's 'efforts to identify a series of illuminated manuscripts as the work of a single modern painter she called the Spanish Forger' (LRB, 26 June). This doesn't quite encapsulate the scale of the research that went into identifying these manuscripts as the work of a single individual (probably  not 'Spanish', and 'forger' has never seemed sufficient). Without Greene these works - something like two hundred have been attributed to the Forger - would have remained in the archives of various  institutions. Instead, we are able to see them as a reflection of the art market's taste for medieval manuscripts at the turn of the 20th century: the existence of these works tells us how keen  buyers were to own illuminated miniatures so long as they looked the part.


John McKay

				York
			


Attica!
  Bee Wilson refers to a scene in Dog Day Afternoon in which Al Pacino, playing Sonny Wortzik, gets 'the crowd to cheer for him by shouting "Attica!" (a reference to a New York prison riot a  few years earlier)' (LRB, 26 June). The reference wasn't just to the 'riot' (more correctly an uprising, in the course of which the prisoners issued a  long list of demands for better treatment), but also to the violent police response ordered by the New York state governor, Nelson Rockefeller, in which 33 prisoners and ten guards were killed - a  higher number of deaths than in any prison uprising or riot in the US before or since. Afterwards prisoners were beaten and tortured. It was all of this - the prison revolt with its strong  political overtones and the violent government response and aftermath - that would have been on the minds of viewers, especially in New York, when the film appeared four years later. In the context  of the film, Pacino's Wortzik is daring the police to make a similar deadly response.


John Stevenson

				Niles, Michigan
			


Cold War Culture
Jonathan Meades refers to 'the fatuous CIA-promoted disparagement of representational painting because it was contaminated by' the Nazi terror (LRB, 26 June). But in promoting Abstract Expressionism over figurative art, the CIA wasn't continuing a war already won but instead fighting the Cold War's cultural contest between the West and the Soviet bloc. Unlike the collective self-sacrifice celebrated in the latter's officially sanctioned Socialist Realism, Abstract Expressionism screamed individualism and personal freedom, the self unsacrificed and unbound. That it too was officially sanctioned, albeit covertly, is one of history's ironies.


Mat Snow

				Brighton, East Sussex
			


Reduce the Harm
Drug consumption rooms, or Safer Drug Consumption Facilities, are, as Dani Garavelli says, controversial (LRB, 26 June). She also notes that 'there are some two hundred SDCFs in other countries, including Canada, Germany, Norway, the Netherlands and Australia'. As a result, much is known about their impact and effectiveness, above all for people who inject drugs. Published studies on individual sites and meta-analysis by, among others, the EU, confirm that SDCFs prevent deaths, reduce the transmission of HIV and other blood-borne viruses, reduce ambulance call-outs and A&E visits, and reduce the discarding of drug-related paraphernalia in public places. They also restore some dignity to drug users who inject.
Opponents say that SDCFs condone drug use. Less consideration is given to the way that opposition to SDCFs and other harm-reduction practices 'condones' drug-related deaths. The complaint that SDCFs act as 'state-sponsored pushers' is illogical: those who attend the facilities bring their own supplies so that they can use them in safe and hygienic spaces, with professionals on hand in case of overdose. Opponents often talk of the need to 'protect' children from drug use and drug users; in practice, this attitude exacerbates the marginalisation and othering of drug users, and as Garavelli points out, alcohol and opiate dependency often originates in abuse in early life.
Drug use should be seen as a public-health issue, not - as in England (though not Scotland or Northern Ireland) - a criminal justice issue. The prohibition on the provision of tourniquets at SDCFs stems from the same impulse as Theresa May's reluctance, when she was home secretary, to allow drug clinics to provide foil to heroin users. Politicians and much of the media see the adoption of harm-reduction methods as condoning drug use, when they should be recognising it as a reality and seeking to mitigate its effects. The UK government claims that its drug policy follows the recommendations of the United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime. In a major reversal of its previous stance, the UNODC this year joined other UN agencies in endorsing harm reduction. It isn't yet clear what influence this will have on UK policy, which for now continues to treat drug use as a law enforcement issue.


Blaine Stothard

				London SW9
			


Through the Trapdoor
  Steven Shapin's review of Patchen Barss's biography of Roger Penrose is 5258 words long (LRB, 26 June). Yet not one of them is 'twistor'.


Neil Jeffares

				London W11
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Putt for Dough
David Trotter on the Golf Space

4158 wordsIn the summer  of 2024, Donald Trump played a round of golf at Bedminster, a course he owns in New Jersey, in the company of Bryson DeChambeau, twice winner of the US Open. The ostensible aim was to raise money for charity by teaming up to 'break 50' on a par 72 course. The YouTube video of the event reveals that there were indeed some shots played, to the accompaniment of whoops and the occasional slightly mangled fist-bump. But the real action was the celebrity banter. Asked which is his favourite of his golf courses, Trump settled for Turnberry, the magnificent championship course he owns in South Ayrshire, not because he can remember very much about it, but because - according to him - it's 'rated number one in the world'. In 2024 Golf Digest, the rankings bible, had Turnberry at number eight on its list of the world's greatest golf courses outside the US: impressive, but no cigar. Bedminster was at that time ranked the eleventh best course in New Jersey. More instructive is DeChambeau's mention of another 'break 50' contender, Garrett Clark - a 'content creator', he explains, who's 'pretty influential in the golf space'.
 The golf space, like that of any other elite professional sport marketed to a global fan base of spectator-participants, is at once a broadcast and streaming institution and a crucible of social media clickbait frottage. Golf lends itself to spectacle. There's a special thrill to the shape of the perfectly hit shot, a kind of lingering, dreamy eloquence. Live broadcasts of the major championships have recently been enhanced by a system that employs a camera set up behind the tee and an array of sensors to capture and display the arc of a ball's flight from the moment it's struck to its distant landing. Golf, John Updike wrote, is of all games 'the most mystical, the least earthbound, the one wherein the wall between us and the supernatural is rubbed thinnest'. I'm not sure about that. To witness (or in the unlikely event execute) a decisive action in pretty much any sport is to experience a kind of grace. More noteworthy - exceptional, even - is the way in which golf's less supernatural idiosyncrasies have continued to make the news. Take, for example, the ritual known as a 'gimme': a putt left close enough to the hole for the next one to be conceded, in a spirit of good will, by your opponent. Should the representative of a foreign government ever offer you a luxury Boeing 747 worth $400 million, think of it as a gimme. As Trump put it: 'When they give you a putt, you pick it up and you walk to the next hole and say, "Thank you very much."'
 What distinguishes golf from the many other sports which involve doing something to or with a small round object is the degree of its internal as well as external mediation. External mediation occurs in the golf space; internal mediation is a function of the quality and quantity of equipment which comes between a player, amateur or professional, and their ability to execute a decisive action. A tennis player's decision to exchange one racquet for another strung to a slightly different tension might well help to determine the outcome of a match. But that scarcely compares to the presence in the golfer's mind and hands of the fourteen clubs at their disposal, each a small miracle of engineering, each designed (in some cases custom-built) to perform a specific task. The first professionals earned a living as much by the manufacture and sale of clubs and balls as by prowess on the course. That's a lot of kit, all of which, plus towel, spare glove, umbrella and so on, has to be loaded into a bag the size of a portmanteau. Edward VII owned one made out of the skin of an elephant's penis, a gift from a maharajah.
 There's more than a grain of paradox in this reliance on manufacture. Golf is the most pastoral of games. Its contests take place among rolling hills or in a simulacrum of lush parkland, ideally with a backdrop of seashore or near wilderness. The first easily accessible set of instructions appeared in 1856 in a Manual of British Rural Sports, alongside more extensive sections on hunting, hawking, steeplechasing and 'pedestrianism'. 'I like some trees,' Trump explains to DeChambeau, gesturing at the expanse of Bedminster (maple and oak receive a particular mention). Still, small mercies: at least Bedminster doesn't boast one of the gigantic fake waterfalls with which Trump has furnished some of the ten other courses he owns in America. But the ease with which golf's characteristic settings can be accessorised does align it rather more closely than one might think with sports which revel in the exclusion of the natural world.
 Motor racing, for example, is almost all motor, with occasional outbreaks of racing along the way. Witness the decisive effect in many races of a purely mechanical function such as the timing of a pit-stop to change tyres. Formula One drivers are a key component in the elaborate programmes of data-driven pre-season design and testing which prepare the car they will race in. Red Bull's 2025 car has been built so closely to Max Verstappen's specifications that other drivers have found it almost impossible to handle. A Formula One driver's helmet incorporates the microphone and earpieces of the two-way radio that allows him to communicate with the team of engineers in the pit. The radio's wiring is rigged inside his fireproof suit; the jacks which connect it to the car emerge umbilically at midsection. He's plugged into it. Or is it plugged into him?
 DeChambeau markets himself as 'the golfing scientist'. His iron clubs are built to the same length, ensuring an absolute consistency of posture. He's proven a conscientious student of books with titles such as The Golfing Machine: Its Construction, Operation and Adjustment and Vector Putting: The Art and Science of Reading Greens and Computing Break. One of his more endearing habits is to test each ball he plans to use in a tournament in a solution of Epsom salts so as to identify the tiniest imbalance (there is, of course, an elucidatory YouTube video). The science doesn't stop there. DeChambeau has in effect engineered his own body through diet and exercise so that it fits the equipment. His distinctive swing moves the club back on a single plane with no wrist-break. Watching him in action, it's quite hard to tell where the person ends and the club begins.
 Successful though he is, DeChambeau has not so far been able to establish in golf the kind of dominance Verstappen has enjoyed in Formula One over recent years: the best driver in (most of the time) the best car. For golf's internal mediation by technology is itself internally mediated by an elaborate and quite often long-drawn-out thought process that involves a good deal more than the choice of which club to use. Extensive psychological preparation remains the focus for influential coaches such as Bob Rotella, who is credited with helping Rory McIlroy to victory in the US Masters this year. Rotella reckons that the best way to hit a good shot is to learn to live with the bad ones you've already made and will before long make again. 'We begin with the idea that golf, by design, is a game of mistakes, and if you love golf, you have to love the mistakes.' Or, get over yourself.
 There's a reason for the mental churn. Writing in 1908, Arnold Haultain, one of the earliest and most eloquent of the sport's many metaphysicians, wanted to know why it is much harder to hit a stationary ball than one that comes at you through the air, as it might do in a game of cricket or tennis, with the added spite of velocity and curvature. In those games, Haultain observed, the movement of the ball is sufficient stimulus. 'Now, in golf there is no such stimulus, and the mind has to be goaded into attention and action by laborious and incessant iteration of mental formulae dinned into the memory and repeated over and over again.' 'My golf is so delicate,' Updike once complained, 'so tenuously wired together with silent inward prayers, exhortations and unstable visualisations.'
 This is a sport in which players 'address' the ball by assuming a stance that will allow them to position the head of the club directly behind it. Address, however, is a moment of settling that can easily unsettle. It's a bit like staring down the open mouth of a chute into which a large amount of rubbish is about to be tipped. Address is the place where golfers go to learn to love their mistakes. The term suggests that the feat of self-discipline envisaged will depend on rhetoric as well as on moral or spiritual awareness. In Updike's Rabbit, Run (1960), Harry Angstrom seems to take the injunction literally: 'In his head he is talking to the clubs as if they're women.'
 Inherently rhetorical, golf is a game of anticipation fuelled by an eagerness to foreshadow or forestall, to steal a march. No one understands such eagerness better than Trump, for whom the decisive action is all in the address: each post on Truth Social a preliminary boastful waggle of the clubhead before it comes to rest behind the ball. 'Trump Cheats at Golf,' participants in the recent 'No Kings' marches were keen to point out. The sports journalist Rick Reilly has catalogued in exhaustive detail the ways in which Trump contrives to get ahead of his own game. Own the fastest cart seems to be rule number one. As soon as everyone has teed off, put your foot to the floor and hightail it up the fairway to where the balls have landed. Safely out of view, you're then at liberty to rearrange them as you choose, ensuring the best possible position for your ball while at the same time dumping that of your closest competitor into a nearby hazard. Should decorum require an interval of conversation with your fellow players, your caddie will do the rearranging for you - a method also adopted, incidentally, by Ian Fleming's orange-complexioned bullion fetishist Auric Goldfinger. Reilly also provides ample testimony to Trump's habit of awarding himself a gimme, in defiance of strict protocol, whenever confronted by a putt he thinks he might miss. This is a sport conceived in the future perfect tense, as a series of shots that will have been played exactly according to plan. It's pure science fiction.
 Ever since there has been serious writing about golf - which is to say ever since the sport's initial boom in popularity during the final decades of the 19th century - there has been science fiction. Two imaginary versions of the game, 'obstacle' and 'electromagnetic', feature in Aldous Huxley's Brave New World (1932), but Huxley provides no explanation at all of what either might involve. Far more illuminating is a slim novella first published in 1892: Golf in the Year 2000: or, What We Are Coming To by J.A.C.K., pseudonym of the Scottish writer J. McCullough, about whom hardly anything else is known. Golf in the Year 2000 is a jeu d'esprit clearly intended, as one reviewer put it, both as a 'satire on the present golf craze' and as a 'forecast' of the 'wonders' that science will bring about over the course of the next century. 'Even golfing is to be done by machinery at that period.'
 The ostensible model was Edward Bellamy's influential Looking Backward: 2000-1887, published in 1888, which in effect frames a closely argued manifesto for immediate social, political and economic change in the future perfect tense. Bellamy's protagonist, Julian West, falls into a deep sleep and wakes in 2000 to find the US has become a socialist utopia. He is forced to endure several lectures on the merits of the organisation of late 20th-century society from his guide, Dr Leete, before he's allowed to experience it at close quarters. McCullough's Alexander J. Gibson, by contrast, having fallen fast asleep on 24 March 1892, with a heavy defeat at golf still vivid in his memory, awakens on 25 March 2000 in the anteroom to an elegant chamber equipped with bath, wardrobe and what could easily be mistaken for a generous selection of body butters, peptide serums and scalp scrub shampoos from Gwyneth Paltrow's Goop range. There's no plot to speak of and McCullough foreswore the romance Bellamy had woven into his bestseller. Gibson's response to evidence of social and political transformation is one of blank dismay. There's nothing in his account to indicate, for example, the part the Ladies' Golf Union would play in the campaign for women's suffrage (one of its leading members, Mabel Stringer, claimed to have converted a cabinet minister to the cause by defeating him in match play). It's the gizmos that enthral him, from the brush that shaves chemically to the underground bullet trains which will whisk him to courses in distant parts of the country and the giant screens on which he will watch tournaments taking place on the far side of the world.
 Gibson's guide, Mr Adams, is soon on the spot, and, glancing at the digital watch embedded in his signet ring, announces that dinner will shortly be served. After-dinner conversation turns at once to golf. Adams, who holds the post of Chief Inspector of Golf Clubs, informs Gibson that he has 'a few new things in the golfing line' to show him.
 'Indeed,' I said, 'in my day they thought they had got golf almost to perfection. I suppose you still use the bulger?' 
 'The bulger?' he queried - 'I have never heard of that.' 

 Horace Hutchinson, amateur champion in 1886 and 1887 and a prolific author, attributed the invention of this novel 'driving club' to the Scottish amateur Henry Lamb. Its aim, Hutchinson added, was the 'prevention of error'. 'The face of the head is convex,' Gibson tells Adams, 'and it matters not whether you heel or toe a ball, they always go straight.' He has never used one himself, he adds, reasoning that 'if you don't hit a ball fair, you deserve to go off the line and get punished for it.' Two things about this exchange are worth noting. First, it concerns the piece of kit used to execute the most athletic of all golf shots: the drive that launches the ball off the tee as far down the fairway as possible. Secondly, it includes the strong suggestion that the design of this piece of equipment poses a significant threat to the game's credibility.
 The first published reports on the performance of the bulger demonstrate that the interest of the club lay less in the accuracy it allegedly guaranteed than in the distance it enabled a ball to be hit. Arriving at St Andrews, the home of golf, Gibson is presented with what looks like a great improvement on the bulger. The club's face is fixed to the head by 'an immense number of small springs', Adams explains, so that its 'propelling power' is greater than could be got from the shaft alone. It didn't take long for propelling power, from the outset one of golf's most virulent ambitions, to begin to threaten the credibility, if not of the game itself, then of the design of the traditional championship course. In 1902, J.H. Taylor, scion of the Northam Working Men's Club and five-time winner of the British Open, took exception to an 'American hole of over 900 yards' which had apparently been built with the sole purpose of ensuring that the great Harry Vardon, six times Open champion, would not be able to reach the green in 'three full strokes'. So it goes. The sport's ruling bodies, the Royal and Ancient Golf Club of St Andrews and the United States Golf Association, have announced that from 2028 all professionals will have to use a ball modified so as to damp down the distances they are able to propel it.
 McCullough was not alone in understanding that this particular genie was out of the bottle. Willie Park Jr, who was as well known for the design and construction of courses as he was for his two victories in the Open Championship, observed that no part of the game gives 'greater pleasure' than 'long driving', even though accuracy from the fairway and on the green are more likely to produce a low score. 'Drive for show, putt for dough,' as the saying goes. 'The golfer who does not feel a sensation of keen gratification, of superiority of power and skill, invest his body when he gets away a long straight drive,' Park added, 'must indeed be unimpressionable.' One golfer who certainly did feel that sensation was the game's most entertaining chronicler, P.G. Wodehouse. According to the novelist E. Phillips Oppenheim, Wodehouse sought propelling power above all. 'He had only one idea in his mind when he took up his stance on the tee,' Oppenheim recalled, 'and that idea was length.' The discovery that he had just propelled a drive a record 343 yards apparently lit a 'glow of happiness' in his expression - as it would today in the expression of any of the relatively few golfers, amateur or professional, capable of such a feat. Golf has created its own brand of techno-narcissism: high-spec equipment understood not as a means to an end, but as an end in itself, a mirror to the prowess of the individual user.
 One of the sport's most credibility-threatening sideshows is an elite competition designed solely to test the capacity of special techniques and customised equipment to launch a ball into the blue yonder. As far as I know, DeChambeau is the only top-ranked player to have taken part in the Professional Long Drivers Association World Championship. In 2022, he came second. The current world record of 579.63 yards (512 yards of carry before the ball has even landed) is held by Kyle Berkshire. Internal and external mediation are fused in the YouTube video of the feat, which includes ball-tracking. Techno-narcissism's circuit is complete. According to Oppenheim, Wodehouse didn't even bother to count his strokes. For Berkshire and his colleagues, there are no strokes to count.
 Given the number and variety of challenges confronting those players who do still wish to count their strokes, it 'will not appear so very unreasonable', as Hutchinson put it, 'that there should be a more or less corresponding number and variety in the weapons which are employed for such diverse functions'. By the 1890s, these 'weapons' had acquired an occult nomenclature of their own. To get from fairway to green, you would have to unsheathe one or more of the following, in approximately this order: brassey, cleek, mashie, jigger, baffy and niblick. In his second and final publication, Golf: Containing Practical Hints, with Rules of the Game (1899), McCullough, rather more alert than most to the game's rhetorical dimension, speculated about the origin of some of these terms. He thought that the mashie, for example, a recent invention, might be so-called 'because of its weight and aspect, as if a thing that could hit a smashing, mashing blow, could make a mash of anything it hit'. The feeling mirrored by the thing that could hit a smashing, mashing blow wouldn't appear to have much to do with mysticism.
 'In this multitude of golf clubs,' Hutchinson wrote, 'there is perhaps wisdom - somewhere - but it can scarcely be that all of them are necessary.' To put it another way, golf's techno-narcissism has not been restricted to the pursuit of propelling power alone. Struggling to sort mashie from jigger and baffy from niblick, I couldn't help thinking of a set of experiments conducted by the psychologist Wolfgang Kohler at an obscure research station established on the island of Tenerife in 1914 by the Prussian Academy of Sciences. Tool use had long been understood as an index to the development of both human and non-human animal intelligence. Kohler set a cohort of captive chimpanzees the task of securing an item of food placed well beyond their physical grasp on the other side of the bars of a cage. In one experiment, the chimpanzees had at their disposal an array of sticks of different shapes and sizes, some close to hand, others needing to be fetched from a distance. They were able to solve the problem by selecting what looked like the right stick for the purpose and extending it through the bars until its far end lay beyond the item of food and so could function as a hook. Kohler's aim was to show that anthropoids do not proceed, as had always been assumed, by the slow, incremental process of hands-on trial and error. Instead, they grasp the solution in a moment of 'insight' or abstract conceptualisation. First published in 1917, the results of his experiments laid the foundation for future primate research.
 For Kohler's chimpanzees, an implement remained a means to an end. It's hard not to warm to the nonchalance of a veteran called Tschego who showed no interest at all in either of the two sticks available to her until some younger chimpanzees wandered across the compound towards the banana she clearly had in mind for lunch - at which point she immediately got hold of the longer one, stuck it through the bars of the cage and hauled in her tasty snack. Human intelligence, by contrast, when confronted with a choice between sticks, likes nothing better than to lose itself in the mirror of conceptualisation. The 'funniest' of all the new-fangled clubs Gibson encounters in Golf in the Year 2000 is a kind of niblick, or sand-wedge. 'It had a double head, and when you swung it, it revolved like the paddle-wheel of a steamboat, only very much faster.' That's one inventor who had to go the long way round to find a way to prise a ball out of a bunker.
 There was, of course, a world war going on as Tschego, stung into abstraction, pondered her choice of sticks. An aside in McCullough's 1899 handbook might even suggest that he saw it coming. 'The tendency of the age,' he noted, 'has been to exchange wood for iron in golf clubs almost as much as in battleships.' Offering advice on how to choose a driver, Vardon singled out a recent invention known as the 'Dreadnought', the chief features of which were 'very large heads and very whippy shafts'. (The root of the term 'to equip', probably from the Old Norse skipa, is to kit out a vessel.) HMS Dreadnought was some invention: the first battleship to be powered by steam turbines, it mounted a single-calibre main armament of ten 12-inch guns capable of firing an 850 lb armour-piercing shell at a range of more than 16,000 yards. Vastly superior to anything else afloat at the time of its launch in 1906, it was soon to be eclipsed in its turn. Built for shoot-outs on the high seas, its only notable achievement during the First World War was to ram and sink a German U-boat near the Pentland Firth in March 1915. The ship was sold for scrap in 1920. The Dreadnought club had long since met a similar fate. 'All these things,' Vardon wrote, 'are largely matters of fancy.'
 McCullough's 'satire on the present golf craze' derives its bite from detailed observation of the wilful extravagance of the indirect or abstract thinking that posed a threat to the sport's credibility. You won't have 'got it to perfection', he tells a man he meets in the clubhouse at St Andrews, 'until you have a machine for walking round the green and swinging the club, while you sit here and manage it'. McCullough - in this respect more Swift, in a minor key, than Bellamy - revels in the absurdity of all the getting it to perfection which will render life in the year 2000 virtually unrecognisable. Gibson teases Adams by wondering if people occasionally take a trip to the moon for a change of air. No, Adams replies, they've not yet gone to 'that length'. But it's the literal and figurative lengths to which golf as a sport had already gone in 1892, and has continued to go, that frame it as a commentary on an era of rampant techno-narcissism. Anyone for a cryogenic afterlife or an eleven-minute expedition with some mates to the edge of the earth's atmosphere? One thing's for sure: if Alexander Gibson had awakened in 2025 rather than 2000, his first assignment would have been to 'break 50' with Bryson DeChambeau at a golf course owned by Donald Trump.
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Short Cuts
Who's afraid of Palestine Action?
Huw Lemmey

2515 wordsIt is now  a criminal offence, under Section 12 of the Terrorism Act 2000, to express support for Palestine Action, a direct-action group formed in 2020 with the aim of disrupting the British factories, installations and infrastructure that supply and support the Israeli military. Their trademark is red paint: they break into arms factories and airbases, and spray the facilities as well as dismantling equipment, smashing windows and chaining themselves to gates - anything that upsets the production and use of weapons of war against Palestinians. Four members of the group have been charged with conspiracy to commit criminal damage after breaking into RAF Brize Norton on 20 June and spraying aircraft they believed had been used to refuel Israeli jets bombing Gaza.
In making Palestine Action a proscribed terrorist organisation, the government has added it to a list that includes al-Qaida, the UDA and the neo-Nazi Atomwaffen Division, all of which advocate terror and murder to achieve political ends. Palestine Action advocates direct action to destroy weapons of war and the logistics that enable them. Yet the government has used a far-reaching political mechanism not only to shut down the organisation, but to suppress support for it. To say that you support Palestine Action's campaign against the Israeli occupation is to make yourself liable for arrest as a terrorist, as happened on 5 July, when members of the legal campaign group Defend Our Juries were arrested at a silent demonstration outside Parliament while holding signs that read: 'I oppose genocide - I support Palestine Action.' Among them was an 83-year-old retired priest called Sue Parfitt, who now faces a six-month jail term.
I don't often talk about it, but I have a criminal record. After the Labour government declared war on Iraq in 2003, I skipped school to join a protest in the nearby town of Kendal. I was sixteen. Four of us went to Oxenholme, a train station on the West Coast main line, to continue our protest. We waited for the train from Glasgow to pull in and, when it had come to a stop, we jumped onto the tracks and sat in front of it. I can't remember how long we were there: perhaps only half an hour. Eventually, the police negotiated with us. We'd made our point, and given the rising tensions that day, they'd had orders from above not to charge anyone who had engaged in non-violent civil disobedience.
When my mother found out, she gave me one of her frank, no bullshit talks. She wanted to know if I could account for my actions. My aim was to disrupt the smooth running of a country that was about to commit a war crime. Had I chosen the right target? Did those train passengers deserve to be disrupted? Was I right to break the law in this instance? I felt her disappointment, as I saw it, tarnishing my heroic self-image. Twenty-two years later, I'm still not sure whether it was the right thing to do, although history has at least shown that my anger was justified. One thing I do know, though: it wasn't terrorism.
Three weeks after the protest, my mother, who had been ill for some time, died. On the morning of her funeral, among the sympathy cards delivered by our postman, I received a letter. It was a summons to the local police station to account for my actions, this time legally. The police had, of course, lied to me: they fully intended to press charges. As I sat through the funeral, I passed the letter, which I'd slipped inside the order of service, back and forth between my hands and thought about my mum's demand to inspect my conscience. A week later, at the station, they took my DNA and fingerprints, and I accepted my caution.
After her death, mum's friends assured me she had been proud of what I'd done. But she had also felt obliged to make me construct my own moral argument, knowing that many in the community would be quick to congratulate me. After all, it wasn't just sympathy cards I was getting in the post. I also received a number of cards from friends of my grandparents who had read of my arrest in the local paper. I was, they said, following in the footsteps of my grandfather, a conscientious objector in the Second World War and a lifelong member of the peace movement. After the war, he converted from Methodism to the Religious Society of Friends, or Quakers. Mum was raised a Quaker, and so was I, spending my early childhood living in Rookhow, a historic Quaker meeting house where my parents were wardens. I would watch each month as they hung another of the famous Quaker posters in the glass box outside the meeting house. One of them, issued by the Friends Peace and International Relations Committee, reads: 'World Peace will come through the will of ordinary people like yourself.'
This idea is at the heart of the Peace Testimony, perhaps the most famous of the Quaker testimonies. It expresses a commitment not just to the belief in peace and in non-violence, but to its practice, an obligation to work against violence and war and to witness its effects. It is a call, in effect, to wage peace through action. Quakers often wrestle with the implications of the testimony, not least when it comes into conflict with state power. Despite its position at the core of Quaker life, it was always the testimony I struggled with most. As a younger, angrier man, I would often sit at Westminster Meeting House and wonder how, living a life of relative comfort and security in London, I could sustain such a position against those suffering violence and oppression, those who take up arms to defend their lives and their families. What does it mean to advocate non-violence to a people who are at risk of death from above, morning, noon and night? The answer for me was within the testimony. In making the rejection of violence a consistent practice, the community has built a capacity to enact it, and in doing so, to remove the causes of war. Whether we are intermediaries in sectarian conflicts or protesters against the armaments industry, the testimony provides a guarantee that any actions we undertake are not in the service of encouraging more violence.
The campaigns of Palestine Action have involved disabling the factory in the Wirral that produces components for the F-35 fighter jets used to bomb Gaza, dismantling UAVs at a Runcorn drone factory and occupying facilities owned by Elbit Systems, which produces 85 per cent of the IDF's land vehicles. In doing so, Palestine Action has drawn attention to the war - and to the mounting death toll - as well as to the UK's role in the weapons industry that sustains it.
The proscription of Palestine Action means that the group can no longer make such protests, or any protests at all. Criminal laws exist that can and have been brought against these actions. But it is this very course of justice that the proscription aims to impede. In a number of similar cases, activists who have disarmed weapons systems have been acquitted by juries because their actions were aimed at preventing war crimes. Although laws around such a defence have been tightened, juries can still acquit on the basis of jury nullification, where an acquittal is determined to be in the interests of justice as a matter of conscience. In 1996, the Ploughshares Four, a group of women who broke into an aerodrome to vandalise a BAE Hawk aircraft due to be exported to East Timor, were found not guilty of criminal damage. They had argued that they were using reasonable force to prevent BAE Systems from complicity in the East Timor genocide. In 2007, two members of the Fairford Five, a group who broke into RAF Fairford in 2003 to damage equipment used to support B-52 bombers headed for Iraq, were acquitted by a jury on the same basis. In 2022, five Palestine Action activists were acquitted by a jury following a demonstration during which they sprayed red paint on the headquarters of Elbit Systems. Keir Starmer is aware of this legal anomaly: as a human rights barrister, he defended Josh Richards, a member of the Fairford Five who was acquitted when a jury failed to reach a verdict. Such an outcome is exactly what the government is trying to avoid. In taking Palestine Action activists to court on charges of criminal damage, they risk exposing the chasm between government policy and public opinion. It is not terror the government fears, but embarrassment.
They have good reason to worry. A YouGov poll in June showed that 55 per cent of British people oppose Israel's actions in Gaza, while only 15 per cent support them. A full 45 per cent believe Israel's actions amount to a genocide of the Palestinian people. Last November, a UN Special Committee found Israel's onslaught to be 'consistent with the characteristics of genocide', including the use of starvation as a weapon of war. International Criminal Court warrants against Benjamin Netanyahu and his former minister for defence, Yoav Gallant, remain outstanding, and Britain would be obliged to arrest the men were they to set foot on British soil (an obligation Starmer has said he will abide by). And the destruction continues: according to Unicef, 1309 Palestinian children have been killed since the 'ceasefire' of 18 March, bringing the total of dead and maimed children to more than fifty thousand. Almost a million children in Gaza are at risk of starvation. The willingness of the average British citizen to convict someone of smashing up a plane to prevent more deaths would be hard to guarantee. Now there is no need to worry: the weight of the government's anti-terror machinery can be brought against anyone undertaking, or claiming to support, these direct actions against the war machine.
The Palestine Action proscription is part of a wider effort to limit jury nullification. When two climate activists informed the jury of their reasoning during a trial in 2023, the judge cleared the court and jailed them for seven weeks for contempt. The same judge warned another jury that any attempt at jury nullification would itself be a criminal act rendering them open to prosecution. Government lawyers even sought to bring contempt proceedings against Trudi Warner, a retired social worker, for standing outside the Inner London Crown Court with a sign that read: 'Jurors, you have an absolute right to acquit, according to your conscience'. The principle of jury nullification dates back to Bushel's Case of 1670, when two Quakers, William Penn and William Mead, were accused of preaching to an unlawful assembly in Gracechurch Street. When the jury found, according to their consciences, that the men had preached, but that the assembly was not unlawful, the jurors were themselves imprisoned and then fined. A trial of the last jury member to refuse to pay the fine, Edward Bushel, established that juries did have the right to acquit according to conscience and could not be punished for doing so. There is a plaque to commemorate the trial at the Old Bailey.
The Labour government is using the Terrorism Act 2000 to prevent Palestine Action activists from staging non-violent protests that might result in such trials. According to Francesca Cociani, a criminal defence lawyer at Hodge Jones and Allen who is representing some of the protesters, the arrest of Rev. Parfitt under Section 13 of the Terrorism Act means that she will be tried before a district judge and won't have the opportunity to appear before a jury at all. All of this amounts to a devastating attack on freedom of conscience. A group of UN special rapporteurs urged the government not to include the group on the list of proscribed terror organisations. 'Protest actions that are not genuinely "terrorist", but which involve alleged property damage, should be properly investigated as ordinary crimes or other security offences,' they argued. 'Individuals could be prosecuted for peacefully exercising their rights to freedom of expression and opinion, assembly, association and participation in political life. This would have a chilling effect on political protest and advocacy generally in relation to defending human rights in Palestine.' This has already happened. Like Trudi Warner, Rev. Parfitt has been arrested for holding a sign. Can that be understood by any but the most authoritarian of rubrics as an act of terrorism? Before the passing of the amendment, Miriam Margolyes, Sally Rooney and Steve Coogan all publicly expressed support for Palestine Action and called for the group not to be banned. Were they to repeat those calls today, they too would be terrorists under Section 12 of the Terrorism Act, having invited 'support for a proscribed organisation' and expressed 'an opinion or belief that is supportive of a proscribed organisation'.
To break such a law is not an act to be taken lightly. But those Palestine Action activists who have chained themselves to factory gates, smashed windows and sprayed planes have risked their freedom to disrupt the machinery of war. Speaking out in defence of the right to protest and to cause disruption is a mild act in comparison, but nonetheless, as a Quaker, I feel compelled to do so. I am reminded of the words of Edward Burrough, a member of the 'Valiant Sixty', an early group of Quaker preachers. He was born in Underbarrow, just outside Kendal. He died in prison aged 29, having been arrested under the 1662 Act of Uniformity (also known as the Quaker Act) for holding a meeting, an act of criminality that was driven by his own conscience. 'If anything be commanded of us by the present authority, which is not according to equity, justice and a good conscience towards God,' he wrote, 'we must in such cases obey God only and deny active obedience for conscience' sake, and patiently suffer what is inflicted upon us for such our disobedience to men.'
If we believe in freedom of conscience, we must deny active obedience. The article you are currently reading could be considered a criminal act and a terrorist document. I do not speak for Palestine Action. I am not a member of the group. I don't know if anyone in Palestine Action is taking part in their actions on the basis of their spiritual belief. But I believe there is a moral case for disarming the machinery of war that is killing innocent civilians in Gaza with the complicity of the British government. I believe that damaging and destroying weapons of war is one way of waging peace: I can only conclude that for the British government, the waging of peace is terrorism. And I believe that the proscription under the Terrorism Act of groups that seek peace through non-violent means is political repression of the freedom of conscience. Resisting the destruction of human life and the perpetuation of a genocide against the Palestinian people is not wrong. It is the law, and this government, that is wrong.
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Let custards quake
Colin Burrow

3649 wordsSatire  is a great angry sprawling mass. It's one of those literary phenomena which is impossible to define but which most people recognise when they see it - unless they're as dim as the Irish bishop who is supposed to have said of Jonathan Swift's Gulliver's Travels that 'for his part he hardly believed a word of it' ('hardly' is a deliciously bishoply way of hedging his bets). Satire is a slippery beast because it's often treated as a 'mode' of writing rather than a genre, or (in less technical language) as an adjective rather than a noun. You can have a satirical version of more or less anything - a satirical novel, a satirical play, a satirical car advert, a satirical news programme. But it also has some of the characteristics of a literary genre, particularly through the long and various tradition of verse satire. That tradition has big-name reference points: Horace and Juvenal and Persius and Boileau and Scarron and Pope and Byron. By the late 16th century in England, verse satire deriving from Latin originals had definitely come to be regarded as a distinct literary kind. A century or so later it had become an institution, as a group of mostly conservative and often Catholic satirists claimed to belong to a virtual dynasty, as though operating within the genre of verse satire were a matter of literary genetics and paternity: Dryden's 'Mac Flecknoe' and Pope's Dunciad both present their own satirical lineage (as sons of Horace or Ben Jonson) in parallel to a downmarket genealogy of dunces, in which (in Pope's words) 'Still Dunce the second reigns like Dunce the first.' Those satirical dynasties were themselves satirical inversions of political dynasties, of dim Hanoverians or sexually promiscuous but infertile Stuarts.
 Even verse satire can be unruly, though. Satires and lampoons scrawled on odd pieces of paper by poets who are drunk or angry can fall into the wrong hands. So, the story goes, the Earl of Rochester (who liked to be thought of as more often drunk than sober) accidentally gave a copy of his satire on Charles II (which includes the immortal line 'His sceptre and his prick are of a length') to Charles II. Verse satire can be formally unruly too. It has often been written in open-ended verse forms that offer no particular incentive to stop, like the couplet or the Latin hexameter or the endlessly replicable ottava rima stanza, rather than self-contained poetic structures like the sestina or the villanelle (though doubtless someone will have written satirical versions of those forms, since reluctance to follow rules is an important feature of satire). Open-ended verse forms became a natural habitat for satire because the satirist often wishes to insist that there is an unending series of objects which need to be attacked, and that there is no particular reason to shut up at the end of a poem except for running out of breath or paper. Verse satires can take the form of a grotesque parade of dunces, in which one (say, a fop who loves his ruffs and collars) struts onto the stage then vanishes into the gloom or falls into a ditch, while another (a dancing master, maybe) skips into the limelight. The Elizabethan satirist John Marston was repeatedly mocked for his line 'Let custards quake, my rage must freely run,' but his opposition between a wobbling but self-contained cowardly custard (he is thinking of a set custard rather than a sauce) and his own free-flowing inspired 'rage' does convey the bank-bursting anger of the satirist, who is inspired by the awfulness of everything to spew a stream of anger at it all. In Marston's case the awful included himself, whom he despises almost as much as everyone and everything else, except perhaps for the flickering light of reason.
 The targets of satire are unlistably numerous, but they include affectation, foppery, political corruption, smells, cardinals, publishers, low churchmen, high churchmen, turbots, gluttons, women, old men, courtiers, emperors, bores, Margaret Thatcher, fools, bad poets, frocks, personal enemies, Robert Walpole, reason, lust, excrement, travel, ex-soldiers, Americans, patrons, opera, religious orthodoxies, sexual deviants, shopkeepers, dildos, merchants, political parties and all self-deluded asses who believe themselves superior to the rest of humanity. When Gulliver described the land of the rational horses called Houyhnhnms he presented a catalogue of things absent from that nation, which is more or less a satirist's shopping list of potential targets: there were 'no stupid, proud pedants; no importunate, overbearing, quarrelsome, noisy, roaring, empty, conceited, swearing companions; no scoundrels raised from the dust upon the merit of their vices, or nobility thrown into it on account of their virtues; no lords, fiddlers, judges, or dancing masters'. As Swift's dim bishop might say, it's hardly possible to believe that a nation which entirely lacked the objects of satire could exist on this earth.
 To think of a satirist as a person who angrily turns against a gale-force wind and sprays liquefied shit at a group of constantly multiplying targets would not be entirely wrong. The truly misanthropic, universally and riotously angry satirist can perform acts of harm which are also acts of self-harm, as their imagination fires itself up with a disgust that is also a form of self-disgust. The description by Swift, that great master of self-disgust, of the way the Yahoos (the filthy underclass in the land of the Houyhnhnms) treat political favourites who have fallen from grace is a self-hating representation of the satirist's art: 'all the Yahoos in that district, young and old, male and female, come in a body, and discharge their excrements upon him from head to foot.'
 More decorous and less self-loathing satirists than Swift are, of course, available. There is Horace, whose dialogues with baffled interlocutors invite the descriptor 'urbane', whose verse epistles brought a strand of philosophical reflection into the wider satirical tradition, and whose Sabine farm became for many an emblem of a self-contained philosophical life away from the hurly-burly of Roman politics. There is also an almost infinite number of satirists who had one particular target in view - a specific politician, or some more or less parochial storm in a teacup. In 1759 Laurence Sterne wrote a satire called A Political Romance about the allocation of an office called the Commissaryship of the Peculiar Court of Pickering and Pocklington in Yorkshire. His satirical pamphlet solemnly presented itself as an allegory of international affairs, but was also in a near literal sense parochial (to do with parish affairs), because it described how personal rivalries within the diocese of York had been blown out of all proportion. But it started Sterne off on the pathway towards his satirical novel, or perhaps even satire on the novel as a form, Tristram Shandy. Then there are satires that combine all of the above. Alexander Pope, for instance, could be scatologically self-abusing, direct cold blasts of fury against particular London publishers and squirt venom at what he saw as the generation of Hanoverian dullards who ruled the realm, while simultaneously forging lasting works from a civilised conversation across time with Virgil or Horace.
 The only way to write a history of this ungovernable mode of writing is to decide that some things belong in it and other things don't. Different decisions about where the centre of satire lies would produce very different canons. Focus on the satirist as the creator of loud and ultimately self-destructive personae and Byron's Don Juan, with its artfully innocent hero and world-weary narrator, would seem like the apotheosis of satire. Oscar Wilde would be another exemplar, as a person who decided to live a life which did not simply satirise but self-destructively defied the sexual proprieties of late Victorian society. If a historian of satire saw it chiefly as a vehicle for allowing hatred of the times to interpenetrate with a universal misanthropy, then Swift would sit fuming in the middle of that history.
 Dan Sperrin focuses on political satire, and his book has a scale and chronological range that borders on the exhausting. It begins in Rome, ventures boldly into Anglo-Saxon England, progresses through satirists such as Walter Map (under Henry II) and Chaucer (under Richard II), through the attempts to reanimate classical verse satire in the late Elizabethan period, on (at length) through the 18th century, right up to Armando Iannucci's The Thick of It. Sperrin sees satire as being 'primarily concerned with regime-level insecurity', so 'politics' for him doesn't include interpersonal or sexual politics: it means what kings, queens and ministers of state got up to. Each phase of his narrative begins with a sketch of British political history which emphasises links between the insular high politics of England and global, or at least European, affairs. These introductions are themselves the products of an immense labour of synthesis. The book's gaps (it is weak on the reign of Mary I, for instance) usually reflect shortcomings in the existing scholarship of the topic, which Sperrin seems to be able to consume in bulk. At the centre of the book is a massive trio of chapters on Augustan satire and the age of Walpole. I don't know anyone who would not learn a lot from his narrative history, nor do I know anyone who would not feel a bit weary after reading it all. Along the way there are some powerful descriptions of individual satirists. The Earl of Rochester is described as 'a nasty, invasive and impudent figure roving the devolved power structures of the patrician cabal', but also as a 'Baroque' artist, in Benedetto Croce's sense of someone who aestheticises sin, and that's a good way of thinking about a poet who could write with controlled passion about how vile it is to be human:
 Were I (who to my cost already am
 One of those strange, prodigious creatures, man)
 A spirit free to choose, for my own share
 What case of flesh and blood I pleased to wear,
 I'd be a dog, a monkey, or a bear,
 Or anything but that vain animal,
 Who is so proud of being rational. 

 But there are losses as well as gains in Sperrin's history. Coffee nerds describe some coffee grinders as 'unimodal', which means they produce an extremely even grind, and so foreground one particular flavour. This is great if you happen to enjoy that one taste. Sperrin's book is unimodal in this sense. It is all about politics, and, as he puts it 'I have (in general) chosen not to speculate about the substantial and important role that laughter may have played in the immediate and long-term reception of this literature.' So this is a history of satire without the jokes.
 Sperrin derives his method of interpreting satirical texts from Quentin Skinner. He, like Skinner, aims to identify what a given text is aiming to 'do' within its immediate political context. Skinner's way of interpreting works of political theory has achieved remarkable and perhaps even excessive success. It underpinned Skinner's larger project of treating the history of political thought not as a great tradition of texts which relate abstract truths, but as a series of interventions which were trying to do particular things at a particular time. Skinner's influence on literary historians has been extensive, but it can carry a high price tag. Poems read in a Skinnerian way can sometimes seem like unimodal laser-guided objects, from which trivial details such as comedy or style or rhythm or confusion are flayed off (or perhaps 'skinnered'?), so that the critic can explain what they were trying to 'do' in the precise context of October 1726. In our politicised age this method of interpretation - which implies that poets can do things with words, and hence operate as agents within a wider political culture - has appealed to a generation of literary critics who want to insist on the seriousness of literary study. That's understandable: in a period obsessed by quantifiable research outputs and dominated by governments who only value art insofar as it contributes to GDP, no one employed by a UK university would want to confess that it can be quite fun when poets behave as though they are ineffectual angels who beat their luminous wings in vain. To hell with beauty! Damn laughter! Insist instead that poets do things!
 Sperrin's treatment of satires as 'purposeful strategic interventions' might seem like a good way of thinking about them, since satirists do often seem to want to do things, like turning public opinion against Mrs Thatcher, or reforming the English Church or destroying the reputation of a rival. His emphasis on political activism leads him to propose some potentially big shifts in the relative valuations of several English satirists. Tory Catholics such as Dryden and Pope are, if not deposed from the monarchy of wit, then at least demoted from absolute rule over the tradition that they claimed to dominate, while Sperrin foregrounds an alternative satirical tradition which was typically Whig or nonconformist or reformist.
 There is plenty of material that might fit into such a tradition. The prose satires of the Elizabethan Presbyterian author who called himself (or themselves) 'Martin Marprelate' had a freewheeling energy. He accosted Elizabethan bishops with words such as 'bumfeage' (which probably means something like 'whip the arse of') and with such comic success that the ecclesiastical establishment was prompted to enlist Thomas Nashe and others to answer Marprelate in his own style. Andrew Marvell's tolerationist work The Rehearsal Transpros'd of 1672 became a reference point for later reforming satire, and Sperrin argues that Samuel Garth's mock-heroic poem The Dispensary (1699), about the reform of the apothecaries' union, should be thought of as a political allegory in the Whig tradition of Marvell. Garth is certainly a more interesting figure than his critical reputation would suggest. But Sperrin is surely putting a politically motivated finger on the scales of valuation when he prefers him to what he terms his 'underpowered and politically excluded Catholic imitator Alexander Pope'. Sperrin accuses Pope of not having offered 'extended criticisms of the regime's international failures', and his later works are described as 'internally incoherent', which to many ears might be roughly equivalent to 'interesting', but to Sperrin means something like 'lacking in a clear political purpose'.
 The problem for Sperrin's historical narrative is that the nonconformist tradition of satire didn't achieve very much. It flounders with Defoe, since as Sperrin confesses (and it's an understatement) 'it is difficult to bring Defoe's politics into focus with complete clarity.' Even under the long and widely hated ministry of Robert Walpole (described by many as a 'Robinocracy' or rule by robber Robert), oppositional satire didn't manage to get people thronging to the barricades. 'The Walpole phenomenon demanded a serious rethinking of satire itself as a counter-ideological force that could operate from a position of disaggregation and frustrated peripheral resentment.' But it's not clear that this 'serious rethinking' either occurred or had a long-term effect. So Sperrin is left confessing that Whig satire, 'like the constitutional infrastructure that had brought about the Hanoverian succession, was possessed of the acute melancholy of overdetermined perpetuity. It was unable to make of itself a high-powered Anglophone literature that could supersede ongoing self-commentary on the imitational and derived elements of its own style.' In other words, it wasn't very good.
 Meanwhile pillars of the traditional satiric canon are, like Ozymandias, toppled into the sand. Don Juan is 'petulant and imaginatively stagnant', while Byron's satires are 'predicated on quite confused and imprecise readings of the ancient imperial canon'. Byron's schoolmasters would no doubt have agreed with that judgment, but readers who have chuckled their way through the wild accidents of Don Juan's life might wonder if describing Byron in this way is slightly to miss the point. Sperrin also dismisses Wilde's The Importance of Being Earnest as 'an unhelpful distraction for historians of this period's satire'. Wilde's satirical transformation of the cliches of romantic comedy was in its way a profoundly radical form of satire, which hinted that beneath every heterosexual late Victorian Londoner lurked a hidden life of homoerotic 'Bunburying', but radical sexual politics don't meet Sperrin's austere criteria for determining what is 'political'. After 1848, satire 'lost its position as a primary literature of state affairs in Britain', and after Thackeray's Vanity Fair (which brilliantly fuses the small-scale preoccupations of the courtship novel with an awareness of the interconnectedness of global financial markets) satire turned into a 'politically desensitised, "humorous" and morally conservative literature'. Oh dear.
The disappointment  with satire that emerges from this book is in part a product of its method. The alluringly simple-seeming question 'What is this text trying to do?' is a much less good one to ask of satire than it might sound. It immediately excludes the possibility that a satirist might be a confused mess of self-censorship mixed with odd lunges for freedom, in which a desire to make a mark on the world as an individual intersects riskily with a desire to make people change their behaviour. The question 'What is this satire trying to do?' also implies that authorial intentions are clear, and that so long as you know enough about the day-to-day politics of the Walpole administration you can pin those intentions down and label them like dead butterflies in a display case. Many of the most successful satirists - Evelyn Waugh, even dry old Orwell - had a streak of madness and self-contradiction within them which might lead them to answer the question 'What are you trying to do?' with something like 'I'm trying to beat you all up and beat myself up too.' Furthermore, asking the same question of satire that one might ask of a political pamphlet aimed at redressing an immediate political wrong radically restricts the parameters within which satire can operate. It makes satire a mode that addresses a particular moment rather than a mode which might have an afterlife, or even change how people see the world in the longer term. You might say that's not just a recipe for disappointment with satire, but for missing the point.
 Sperrin's disappointment with satire is itself not hard to contextualise, however. It is a manifestation of the present political moment - when many people on the left want things to be done differently, but see the same old political arguments trickle grubbily down the same old cul-de-sacs to nowhere. State of Ridicule radiates the frustration of a politically committed reader who is trying to find a moment when a tradition of Whig reforming satire really got going and made the world better (it didn't), or when satire toppled the 'Robinocracy' of Walpole (it didn't), or when it brought down Thatcher (it didn't), or, maybe, enabled the Reform Act (it didn't). Satire doesn't have a good history of doing things, but that may be because doing things is just not what it does.
 There are many different ways of doing things in the world. Some are attempts at quick fixes. These usually don't work. In 1979 I spent hours cutting out letters from newspaper headlines to make badges that looked like ransom notes which said 'I hate Maggie.' I gave one to my English teacher. The only consequence was that the English teacher was told to take it off by the headmaster. My labour ended in the bin, and Mrs Thatcher was elected, and remained in power for more than a decade. Satires with less narrowly political targets, paradoxically, are more likely to bring about long-term revolutions in taste or behaviour than satires which are written for one purpose at one moment. And humour is often the engine of these long-term revolutions, since satire can make things that other people take seriously appear laughable. That's why authoritarians (and most headmasters) hate its radical unruliness. Cultural change can happen through the partial agency of literature, but cultural changes on the whole happen very slowly. They can be enabled by literary texts, but usually only when those texts seek to 'do' more than address their immediate moment - when they stick like a thorn in the flesh of a political configuration, and gradually persuade a generation born after their moment of production that the world ought to be different from the way it was.
 Several of the satirists with whom Sperrin has least patience are those who best display the power of satire to accomplish things in the long term. Don Juan no doubt encouraged the odd Regency fop to be more foppish, and no doubt Sperrin is right to suspect the poem of being self-indulgent and insufficiently engage, and of being founded on a superficial understanding of the political position of Horace to boot. But Byron encouraged people to think about freedom, in its entangled sexual and political forms, in Europe and beyond. And along the way Don Juan was extremely funny, and that insinuated Byron's politics into the ethos of the next generation, and nudged outwards the boundaries which circumscribed the kinds of thing that could be read and said in polite society. That other satirist whom Sperrin dismisses as a 'distraction' to his larger narrative, Wilde, has through his posthumous reputation done as much to change public and legal attitudes towards homosexuality as any single overtly political action. Satire can be a powerful agent of those wider, slower forms of political and social change, though when measured against the immediate political intentions of its authors it can seem as though it has achieved nothing at all. But in this life you have to be patient. Things can eventually change, provided you make people laugh at the right objects.
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The World since 7 October
Adam Shatz

6407 wordsOn  18 June, the sixth day of Israel's attack on Iran, David Petraeus gave some unsolicited advice to Donald Trump in an interview with the New York Times. Trump, he said, should deliver an ultimatum to Ayatollah Ali Khamenei, ordering him to dismantle Iran's uranium enrichment programme or face 'the complete destruction of your country and your regime and your people'. If Khamenei were to refuse, he added, 'that improves our legitimacy and then reluctantly we blow them to smithereens.' That Petraeus was recommending Iran, a country of ninety million people, be reduced to Gaza-like conditions hardly occasioned comment: murderous threats from US officials against foreign leaders and their people no longer provoke shock, much less condemnation; they're simply part of the 'conversation' about how the US should manage its empire.
On 22 June, the US air force dropped GBU-57 Massive Ordnance Penetrator bombs on uranium-enrichment sites at Fordow and Natanz, and fired Tomahawk missiles at the nuclear research centre near Isfahan. Initially, it seemed as if Trump was following Petraeus's counsel, but then he rushed to proclaim victory, declaring that the strikes had demolished Iran's nuclear capacity (according to a preliminary classified US report, the programme has been set back by only a few months); he then prevailed on Israel and Iran to accept a ceasefire. Israel's strikes had caused extensive damage to residential neighbourhoods and property; as many as a thousand Iranians were killed. But Khamenei was not assassinated, despite Israel's threats, and the US did not bomb Iran to smithereens, even if Trump compared his actions to Truman's use of atomic weapons at Hiroshima ('that stopped a lot of fighting, and this stopped a lot of fighting') when he welcomed Netanyahu to the White House on 6 July. The starvation and killing in Gaza grew still worse, but so long as Israel and Iran were at war, Palestinian suffering was off the front page.
In the hallucinatory manner that is the signature of Trump's foreign policy, all three parties could claim victory: Netanyahu, because the Israeli air force had eliminated the top leadership of the Revolutionary Guard, in lightning strikes as devastating as the destruction of the Egyptian air force on the first morning of the Six Day War of 1967; Khamenei, because the regime survived and fired ballistic missiles deep inside Israel, striking five military bases, causing considerable damage in Haifa and Tel Aviv, and the deaths of 28 civilians, including a Palestinian family who lived in one of the many Arab villages without a bomb shelter; and Trump, who could present himself as both warrior and peacemaker, winning over neocon never-Trumpers like William Kristol while reassuring his base that he wasn't pursuing yet another costly Middle East ground war. At his meeting with Trump, Netanyahu revealed that he had nominated the president for a Nobel Peace Prize. Iran's president, Masoud Pezeshkian, in an interview with Tucker Carlson, spoke with a striking lack of bitterness (and transparent calculation) about the man who had just bombed his country: 'Trump is capable enough to guide the region towards a bright and peaceful future,' he said, so long as he can prevent Israel from dragging it into a 'pit' of endless fighting.
Since the ceasefire, the regime in Tehran has launched a purge against suspected traitors, several of whom have been hanged, and expelled hundreds of thousands of Afghan refugees. Israel has established control of Iran's skies and may send its fighter planes and drones there again, as it routinely does over Lebanon and Syria. All this could have been avoided. Ten years ago, the UN Security Council, the EU and Iran reached an agreement, the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA), intended to ensure that Iran's nuclear programme would be directed to peaceful ends. Three years later, however, the Trump administration withdrew from the agreement, although it seemed to be working and there was no evidence that Iran had violated it - a move vigorously championed by Israel and its supporters. As a direct consequence, Iran began to increase the levels of uranium enrichment at Fordow and its other facilities.
Nonetheless, when Israel launched its surprise attack on 13 June, Iran was still in talks with the US, and Trump's own director of national intelligence, Tulsi Gabbard, testified to Congress in March that Iran wasn't building a nuclear weapon. (Ridiculed by her boss, she changed her story after the US entered the war.) It's tempting to read Trump's decision to bomb Iran in psychological terms, something he has encouraged. 'I may do it,' he said on 18 June when asked by reporters. 'I may not do it. I mean, nobody knows what I'm going to do.' Perhaps he wanted to avoid any impression of weakness, even if that meant infuriating MAGA critics of foreign wars like Carlson and Steve Bannon; perhaps he didn't want to be left on the sidelines and denied his share of the credit as Israel pummelled Iran.
But Trump's personal motivations are less important than the fact that the United States has given its imprimatur to Israel's regional hegemony. The US has been Israel's patron since the 1967 war, providing vast financial and military support, as well as a reliable vote on the UN Security Council against any resolution condemning Israeli war crimes. In 2003, the US launched an unprovoked war against Iraq promoted by Israeli hawks, including Netanyahu. Yet until now it has shied away from sending military personnel to join an Israeli offensive. Netanyahu's success in luring the US into the war was one of the great triumphs of his career, but he had to settle for a brief onslaught. When Trump made plain that he wanted Israel to stop bombing, Netanyahu had little choice but to acquiesce. (Under a Democratic president, the US might not have joined the war, but the fighting could well have dragged on, amid impotent cries of 'concern' about casualties.) Still a precedent has been set, and a new regional order has emerged, based on uncontested domination by a small state that continues to carry out a campaign of ethnic cleansing and genocidal violence with impunity, led by a man who is the subject of an arrest warrant from the International Criminal Court. The war with Iran is far more than an attempt to prevent nuclear weapons from getting in the hands of mullahs (if it even is that); it is the culmination of Israel's effort to restore its image of invincibility, which 7 October shattered, to settle scores with its enemies and to make itself the master of the region. At the moment, it is exulting in its power, as it has not done since the end of the 1967 war, when the Jewish state tripled the territory under its control and was flooded by a wave of messianism. Its principal victims are the people of Gaza and the West Bank, but Israel also appears to be pursuing a long-range plan to weaken, if not to render defenceless, the other states in the region, so that none is in a position to challenge it. The instability and precariousness of such an order are evident to American and European politicians, but they prefer to remain discreet about them for fear of being accused of sympathy for Hamas or antisemitism. Most of the Democrats who criticised Trump for launching a war without congressional approval were noticeably reticent when it came to Israel's unilateral assault.
The new order was not built in twelve days. The attack on Iran was the most recent instalment in a war for supremacy that began on 7 October 2023, when Hamas and other armed groups in Gaza crossed into southern Israel and killed more than a thousand people, roughly two-thirds of them civilians. Some of Israel's most influential war planners wanted to strike Hizbullah right then, on the basis that the Lebanese militant organisation provided Iran with a shield against Israeli attack. When Israel assassinated Hizbullah's senior officials, including its secretary-general, Hassan Nasrallah, last September, Iran lost its 'lung' in the Arab Middle East, as a Shia cleric once described Lebanon. Two months later, Iran lost another key Arab ally when the Assad dictatorship fell to a Sunni Islamist insurgency, led by a former jihadist, Ahmed al-Sharaa, whom Trump has since praised as 'attractive' and 'tough'. The decision to attack Iran was reportedly made at a meeting advertised as a conversation about the fate of the remaining hostages in Gaza, twenty of whom are believed to be alive, a reminder of Netanyahu's priorities.
For Netanyahu, Iran was an irresistible target: a supposed nuclear threat and a symbol of evil in the eyes of the Israeli Jewish public for its support of Palestinian militant organisations. Attacking it would allow him to distract attention from the horrors of Gaza and the fate of the hostages, to continue resisting pressure for a ceasefire and to avoid having to face trial on corruption charges (Trump is now calling for those charges to be dropped). The Iranian regime is not only militarily weak, it is also widely loathed by Iranians for its oppression and corruption. Among the regime's officials and civil servants, the ardour of revolutionary Shiism long ago gave way to cynicism, with the Revolutionary Guard smuggling liquor and the Basij looking the other way when women took off their hijabs. The regime is also infested with spies: Israel's campaign couldn't have proceeded so smoothly, or with such velocity, without the help of a network of spooks and informants.
The struggle between Iran and Israel has always been a bit of a puzzle. They are not neighbours and have no territorial dispute. Both are ethnic minority states in an Arab-dominated region, with religious cultures steeped in ancient memories of persecution; both invoke a sense of solitude and existential vulnerability, a self-image that confounds (and often outrages) their far more vulnerable neighbours. When Iran was ruled by the shah, the countries were allies. But in his last years in power, he became increasingly frustrated by Israel's expansionism and arrogance, warning of the Zionist lobby's influence over Washington in an interview with Mike Wallace on 60 Minutes. After the revolution, Ayatollah Khomeini embraced the Palestinian cause with a fervour unmatched elsewhere in the Arab world, hoping to transcend his country's Persian and Shia identities, and to win support from the people of the region for Iran's anti-imperialism. During the war with Iraq, he insisted that the 'path to Jerusalem runs through Karbala', as if the battle with Saddam Hussein were the first stage of the liberation of Palestine. The Israelis responded by arguing that the path to Pax Israeliana ran through regime change in Tehran. Netanyahu has long been a vociferous advocate of military confrontation with the Islamic Republic, and in a video address released in the first days of Israel's assault, he made an explicit appeal to the Iranian public: 'As we achieve our objective, we are also clearing the path for you to achieve your freedom.' In the early hours of the war, some Iranians were pleased that a number of the regime's top officials had been killed in targeted attacks, but few embraced Israel's version of 'liberation', particularly as the strikes became increasingly chaotic and indiscriminate. On the penultimate day of the war, Israel carried out a series of strikes against Evin prison, a symbol of tyranny and oppression under both the shah and the Islamic Republic. Seventy-nine people died, both prisoners and visiting family members. Many Iranians were furious that their self-styled 'liberator' had killed the very people who had suffered most under the regime.
One of the immediate effects of the joint Israeli-US attack has been to reinforce a narrative that many Iranians had ridiculed: that the regime, whatever its flaws, is a bulwark against foreigners who would turn their country into another Libya, Syria, Iraq or, worse, Gaza, either by promoting regime change or by fomenting ethnic strife. One dissident, Sadegh Zibakalam, expressed a common view when he said that 'even if we are part of the opposition, we cannot remain indifferent to an invasion of our homeland.' The regime has shrewdly appealed to these nationalist feelings, which tap into collective memories of foreign conspiracies, above all the 1953 coup against Mosaddegh, orchestrated by the CIA and the British. When Khamenei made his first public appearance since the war began, at a ceremony for the Shia festival of Ashura, he requested that in place of the usual religious hymn a song about Iran should be performed. Thanks to the invasion, there is now considerable popular support for Iran's decision to withdraw from co-operation with the International Atomic Energy Agency. For all Trump's triumphalism, the 'twelve-day war', far from having ended Iran's search for a nuclear weapon, may accelerate it.
Israel, however, may prefer this situation to a diplomatic agreement that would allow Iran to enrich uranium for civil purposes, bringing an end to sanctions and leading to Iran's reintegration into the international order. After all, Israel now has control of the airspace over Iran, Iraq, Lebanon and Syria - almost boundless room for manoeuvre - and has always favoured unilateral military assertion over diplomacy. 'The most likely outcome of the war,' according to Robert Malley, one of Obama's negotiators in the JCPOA, 'will be a situation of no war, no peace, more unilateral strikes.' Iran will hunker down, focus on regime maintenance and hope for a better deal, while Israel will strike at Iran whenever it sees the merest hint of a threat. 'It's the regionalisation of the "mow the lawn" strategy practised in Gaza and Lebanon,' Malley said. In the case of Syria, he added, where Israel has carried out repeated strikes, built nine bases and expelled hundreds of people from their homes for military use, 'it has gone beyond "mowing the lawn" - it's "mow the hell of whatever dirt may still be there." Even without any evidence of a Syrian intent to attack, even in the presence of clear conciliatory signals from the al-Sharaa government, Israel has continued to go after supposed weapons caches and to occupy parts of southern Syria. They did this because they could, because Syria was in no position to lift a finger in response.'
Israel's regional 'mow the lawn' strategy could exact a steep diplomatic price. Before 7 October, it appeared to be headed towards normalising relations with the Gulf states. But the devastation of Gaza has aroused anger among young Arabs, and Arab governments that once saw Israel as a useful counterweight to Iran's ambitions now feel that its aggression and adventurism know no limits. As Mohammed Baharoon, head of a research centre in Dubai, put it, 'now the madman with a gun is Israel, it's not Iran.' Israel's violent raids into Syria, and its insistence on keeping the Golan Heights, have given al-Sharaa little incentive to co-operate. Nor is Lebanon in any rush to sign a deal that would be opposed by Hizbullah, which still has a significant domestic constituency. Saudi Arabia's de facto ruler, Mohammed bin Salman, who wants to establish the kingdom as the leader of the Arab world, isn't likely to risk alienating young Saudis who are horrified by the massacres in Gaza by normalising relations with Israel, particularly when - as Malley points out - 'he can get from Israel much of what he needs in terms of intelligence and security co-operation without paying the price that normalisation would entail.' The more likely scenario is that he will continue to focus on repairing relations with Iran. Hard power can only get you so far if you have no soft power. But Netanyahu and the Israeli political establishment don't seem concerned about these diplomatic costs - or about the collapse of the country's moral reputation as a result of the wanton destruction of Gaza. They simply shrug off the criticisms; after all, they say, the world is against us. In fact, Israel still has the governments of the US and most of the West behind it.
The  twelve-day war has only deepened the agonising sense of desertion felt by Palestinians. For a time, Europe's position on Israel's war in Gaza appeared to be shifting. When, in March, Israel unilaterally broke the ceasefire, European officials who had previously held their tongues began to speak out - even in Germany, which tends to be allergic to any criticism of the Jewish state. Various diplomatic initiatives were planned, including a UN conference on a Palestinian state chaired by France and Saudi Arabia. Then came Israel's attack on Iran. 'In the blink of an eye,' Muhammad Shehada, a Palestinian analyst based in Copenhagen, told me, 'all of it was cancelled. My email was flooded with announcements of events that had been called off. People seemed almost ecstatic they didn't have to talk about Gaza.' Shehada is from a large Gazan family which, since the war, has become a much smaller family. The only official who expressed regret to him that the subject of Gaza was being shelved yet again was Norwegian. Not until the US joined the war did Shehada's contacts express any criticism of it. 'If the US had attacked Iran first, we would have condemned it,' one told him. 'But because it's Israel, it's much harder.'
The destruction of Gaza grinds on - 'war' seems an inadequate term, if not an obscene obfuscation, of such a lopsided struggle. The majority of its inhabitants have been forced into a sliver of land in the south, amounting to about 15 per cent of the territory. Potable water is scarce, baby formula impossible to find; raw sewage floods the streets; drones circling overhead produce a relentless, unbearable din. During the war with Iran, the IDF killed hundreds of people in Gaza waiting in line for food from the misleadingly named Gaza Humanitarian Foundation, which is based in the US, backed (and possibly funded) by Israel and staffed by security contractors. The GHF distribution sites are located near military zones and require long, difficult journeys to reach, made still more arduous by hunger. According to Shehada, 'it is now etched in people's minds that trying to get food is a death sentence.' Massacres that would have caused a scandal a decade ago are now an almost daily occurrence. On 30 June, the IDF killed 41 people at al-Baqa Cafe, a popular seaside establishment in the north. It has killed more than seventy healthcare workers in the last two months, among them the surgeon Marwan al-Sultan, director of the Indonesian Hospital, which was the last functioning medical centre in northern Gaza (it was shut down in May). According to the Gazan Health Ministry, more than 57,000 people have been killed in the war so far, roughly 17,000 of them children. The Israelis refer to the health ministry as 'Hamas-controlled', in an attempt to discredit it, but - as public health experts elsewhere have pointed out - its figures are likely to be a significant underestimate, since they don't include those missing under rubble, or indirect deaths from disease, malnutrition or lack of medical care. It hasn't escaped Palestinians' notice that Israel's strikes against Gaza have been far less precise than its strikes against Iran and Lebanon: a measure of the contempt in which they are held.
The French historian Jean-Pierre Filiu visited Gaza with Medecins sans Frontieres during the ceasefire, and has published a powerful account of his trip.1 'Even though I have been in a number of war zones in the past, from Ukraine to Afghanistan, via Syria, Iraq and Somalia,' he writes, 'I have never, but never, experienced anything like this.' Already desperate and hungry, the people of Gaza have to pay astronomical prices thanks to the growth of organised crime, encouraged by the Israeli authorities, who have been providing Kalashnikovs to the clan of Yasser Abu Shabab, a resident of Rafah who was involved in smuggling networks and is said to have links with Islamic State. 'We activated clans in Gaza that oppose Hamas,' Netanyahu said. 'What's wrong with that?' (In fact, Abu Shabab's thuggery appears to have fostered a revival in support for Hamas, which had, until recently, fallen into disfavour among Gazans.) As much as forced displacement, killing, starvation and humiliation, the promotion of criminality - of a lawless 'grey zone' of the kind evoked by Primo Levi, in which members of a persecuted group are enlisted to police, brutalise and, at times, kill their own - has become a defining feature of Israel's rule inside Gaza.
In The Arabs and the Holocaust, published in 2010 and recently reissued, Gilbert Achcar, a Marxist scholar of Lebanese origin, wrote of the 1948 Nakba: 'It cannot fairly be said that the "uprooting" of the Palestinians ... has been exceptionally extensive or cruel.' Measured against the standards of the French army in Algeria, 'the Israeli army pales.' As Achcar admits in his new book, The Gaza Catastrophe, it wouldn't be possible to write these lines about Israel now.2 The catastrophe of the last two years far exceeds that of the Nakba, and 'deserves the strongest Arabic name for catastrophe: Karitha'. The Karitha's consequences are already being felt well beyond Gaza: in the West Bank, where Israeli soldiers and settlers have presided over an accelerated campaign of displacement and killing (more than a thousand West Bank Palestinians have been killed since 7 October); inside Israel, where Palestinian citizens are subject to increasing levels of ostracism and intimidation; in the wider region, where Israel has established itself as a new Sparta; and in the rest of the world, where the inability of Western powers to condemn Israel's conduct - much less bring it to an end - has made a mockery of the rules-based order that they claim to uphold.
After the 1967 war, Isaac Deutscher recalled a German phrase, 'Man kann sich totsiegen' - 'you can triumph yourself to death.' The same is true of Israel's wars today, and for largely the same reasons. 'Unless Israel decides to forcibly expel hundreds of thousands or even millions of Palestinians into Egypt or Jordan,' Yezid Sayigh, a Palestinian analyst based in Beirut, told me, 'it can't overcome the principal obstacle to total colonisation, which is the fact that the Palestinians are still there, in Gaza and the West Bank. Which is to say: Israel has set itself on a trajectory for which it has no solutions other than a final solution, and final solutions aren't easy to implement. I don't think Israel will be able to go quite there in the way Hitler managed, but we're closer to that situation than we ever were, and in the West Bank the settlers are emerging as the gauleiters of a new and far more brutal order.' As Sayigh sees it, 'in a world where the right and far right are on the rise everywhere', Israel has found it easier to evade criticism since it discovered a growing number of admirers in the West, Latin America and India of its model of ethnonationalism, racial discrimination and reliance on brute force. Nor, he adds, has it faced much opposition from the liberal 'centre', which has presided over the growth of 'a highly restrictive legal framework for dissent and public protest, not only with respect to Palestine, but also with respect to the militarisation of police, the increasing powers of the executive over the judiciary'.
It's easy to satirise the racist absurdities and linguistic contortions of the Trump administration when it welcomes white South African farmers as 'refugees' from an anti-white 'genocide' (even as it continues to fund a genocidal war); or when Stephen Miller, noting the presence of 'all the foreign flags' at a demonstration in LA against deportations, calls the city 'occupied territory'. But neither the Trump administration nor the far right has a monopoly on the abuse of the word 'antisemitism'. As Mark Mazower writes in a forthcoming study, On Antisemitism: A Word in History, after 7 October 'no one wanted to be called an antisemite, and yet if you believed the pundits, antisemites were everywhere, and it sounded like Manhattan was Berlin on the eve of Kristallnacht.'3 No word, in the last few years, has made such an outsized contribution to the attack on academic and intellectual freedom, or to acts of repression, arrests and deportation. 'What was striking about the moment,' Ross Barkan writes of pro-Palestinian protests after 7 October in Fascism or Genocide: How a Decade of Political Disorder Broke American Politics, 'was how much had changed since [the Black Lives Matter protests of] 2020. In a little over three years, the most influential institutions in the worlds of academia, the arts and multinational finance had evolved from fully genuflecting in front of zealous young activists to trying to silence and crush them. The difference, obviously, was the cause these activists had taken up.'4
In the early 20th century, and well into the mid-century, the struggle against antisemitism was a left-liberal cause, allied with other movements combating ethnonationalism and racial discrimination, including civil rights. Today it is well on its way, particularly in the United States but also in parts of Western Europe, to being annexed by an authoritarian right that wants to dismantle democracy in favour of ethnonationalism. It's no wonder Israel's greatest admirers are Trump, Fidesz in Hungary and France's Rassemblement National. Anti-antisemitism now serves the purpose antisemitism (and anticommunism) once did. Trump and his allies continue to cultivate close ties with actual antisemites - Nick Fuentes, Kanye West, Andrew Tate et al - while Jewish leaders such as Jonathan Greenblatt of the Anti-Defamation League see no cause for concern when Elon Musk gives the Hitler salute, and cheer on the attempt to deport Mahmoud Khalil, Mohsen Mahdawi and other student activists. Traditionally pro-Israel Jewish organisations have become crucial appendages of a movement that seeks to denationalise, and then deport, foreign-born dissidents, often on false allegations of antisemitism.
The question of Palestine now figures almost as prominently in American politics as the Jewish question did when European democracies faced the threat of fascism. Like the Jewish question, it has become entangled with other concerns: antiracism, intellectual freedom, citizenship, the right to assembly, cosmopolitanism, social justice, opposition to right-wing authoritarianism and neoliberalism. The most vivid illustration of Palestine's growing impact on US politics is Zohran Mamdani's victory in the Democratic primary for New York mayor. Mamdani, a 33-year-old Muslim progressive, ran a brilliant campaign, emphasising how unaffordable the city has become for working people. By cross-endorsing with Brad Lander, a Jewish progressive, he won 56 per cent of the vote in the final round, decisively defeating Andrew Cuomo, the former governor of New York, who, despite having been disgraced following allegations of sexual harassment, was backed by much of New York's establishment.
The New York Democratic machine and the New York Times, which has been running hit pieces on Mamdani unconvincingly disguised as reportage, dislike him because of his democratic socialist convictions, but the chief focus of their attacks has been his opposition to Israel's occupation and his criticisms of the war on Gaza. Since the last weeks of the campaign, Mamdani has found himself denounced as an antisemite, a jihadist, a supporter of the 9/11 attacks, because he spoke of 'apartheid' and 'genocide' in Palestine, and because he refused to say that he supported Israel's 'right to exist as a Jewish state'. (He said that he supports its right to exist as 'a state with equal rights' - a position that, from a conservative Zionist perspective, is tantamount to calling for Jews to be thrown into the sea.) 'Zohran "little Muhammad" Mamdani is an antisemitic, socialist, communist who will destroy the great City of New York,' Andy Ogles, a Republican congressman from Tennessee, wrote on X. 'He needs to be DEPORTED.' Trump, who also poured scorn on Mamdani on social media, said he would investigate the matter. The Kahanist group Betar, which has supplied the Trump administration with a list of students to be deported, urged Jews to evacuate the city immediately. As Mamdani came under attack, 'liberal' centrists in his own party were nowhere to be found, and some echoed Republican invective. Yet he held his ground, supported by a team that included both Jewish and Muslim leftists. He was the number two choice of Jewish Democrats, an encouraging sign that, for a good portion of Jewish New Yorkers, Mamdani's anti-Zionism isn't a problem.
In fact, it may even be an asset, since, as Peter Beinart wrote recently, support for Israel has become 'a symbol of the timidity and inauthenticity of party elites'. According to Gallup, only one in three Democrats has a favourable view of Israel. While the party's leaders - notably Senator Chuck Schumer and Congressman Hakeem Jeffries of New York, both of whom hesitated at first to defend Mamdani against accusations of antisemitism and still haven't endorsed his mayoral bid - oppose putting any conditions on US military aid to Israel, nearly half of Democratic voters think it should be reduced. A similar dynamic can be observed in the UK, where a robust Palestine solidarity campaign is putting renewed pressure on the Labour government. Here, too, there has been increasingly fierce repression of dissent and protest. Palestine Action has been classified as a terrorist organisation and the duo Bob Vylan are facing a criminal investigation for leading a chant of 'Death to the IDF' at Glastonbury - meanwhile, the government continues to supply Israel with spare parts for the F35 planes it uses to bomb Gaza.
As for  the people of Gaza, the West Bank and East Jerusalem - not to mention the Palestinian citizens of Israel - it remains unclear, nearly two years on, whether their immense sacrifices in the war will bring them any closer to statehood or freedom. Achcar says that the 7 October attack was 'the most catastrophic miscalculation in the history of anticolonial struggle'. A strong case can be made that it has set back the Palestinian struggle for the foreseeable future. Al-Aqsa Flood united Israeli Jews behind the war instead of sowing divisions among them; it played to Israel's advantage, its enormous military strength, and gave it a pretext not only to flatten Gaza and to expand its operations inside the West Bank, but to neutralise the Axis of Resistance: Hizbullah, the Houthis, Iran. According to the retired Israeli major-general Yitzhak Brik, Hamas's military wing in Gaza has returned to its pre-war strength, having recruited more fighters than Israel has killed since 7 October. Merely by surviving, it has 'won'. Nonetheless, no matter how hard Hamas has tried to spin the war, one can scarcely portray a genocide as a victory for one's people, even if it forces the world to pay attention to their plight.
The massacre of 7 October did, however, lay bare the illusion that Israel could continue to subjugate the Palestinians without provoking a response - the illusion that lay at the heart of the never-ending 'peace process'. In their probing book on the failure of that process, Tomorrow Is Yesterday, Malley and Hussein Agha - former advisers to the US and the Palestinians, respectively - describe the Gaza war as 'the past's formidable revenge'.5 The 'return of the past', they write, has been a 'harsh rebuke to the hopes many held for the future', and they include themselves in this. But 'the issue is not so much why things unfolded as they did. It is why so many persisted for so long in thinking it could be otherwise.' Sidestepping the scars of 1948 in favour of the apparently more 'manageable' problem of the 1967 borders, 'diplomats expended their efforts to get Palestinian and Israeli leaders to speak the desired, talismanic words, and then welcomed or excommunicated them based on whether they uttered them or not.' The virtues of the peace process and the inevitability of a two-state settlement based on the 1967 lines were heralded in much the same way as the virtues and inevitability of 'liberal democracy' after 1989: in this 'end of history' dogma, there was no alternative. Meanwhile, those who refused to utter the talismanic words - Palestinian Islamists, but also right-wing settlers and religious Jews - prepared for a different future, one that looked more like 'yesterday'.
For Israeli Jews, Hamas's attack was not merely shocking, it was unfathomable - a regression to the intercommunal violence of the British Mandate. But, as Walter Benjamin wrote, the 'current amazement that the things we are experiencing are "still" possible ... is not the beginning of knowledge - unless it is the knowledge that the view of history that gives rise to it is untenable.' Instead of questioning their view of history, most Israeli Jews took refuge in an older, fatalistic view, and interpreted the attack as a pogrom, a repetition of the persecution many of their ancestors had suffered in Europe. The next step, dehumanising the Palestinians of Gaza, came easily, since it was an outgrowth of the anti-Arab racism inculcated in them from an early age. 'If you feed Gazans, they eventually eat you,' the Israeli stand-up comedian Gil Kopatz posted. 'It's not genocide, it's pesticide.' According to a survey commissioned by Penn State, more than 80 per cent of Israeli Jews now support the expulsion of Gazans. Compassion for Palestinians is taboo except among a fringe of radical activists. When Ayman Odeh, a Palestinian member of the Knesset, posted a tweet celebrating a recent prisoner exchange, he was denounced for seeming to equate the predicament of jailed Palestinians and Jewish hostages: 'Your presence pollutes the Knesset,' a colleague told him.
The  authoritarian, increasingly fascist drift of Israeli politics, which long predates 7 October, is horrifying but not surprising. What is surprising, or at least striking, is that the war has provoked so little reflection among Western policymakers, who continue to cling to the notion that a two-state settlement will resolve the conflict - and that an Israeli leader could be persuaded to support the creation of a Palestinian state. 'The Gaza war offered a chance for clarity, honesty and introspection,' Malley and Agha write, 'because it was when everything got out of hand.' Instead, 'the world after 7 October was built on lies,' and America's were the 'most startling because least necessary'. Chief among them was the lie that the US was doing its utmost to protect the people of Gaza from the very weapons it was sending to Israel.
In many corners of the Middle East relief came more readily than despair at the thought of bidding Biden - or, as they saw it, Biden/Obama - farewell ... What Arab leaders ... resented was America's moral vanity, feckless expressions of empathy, and convictions devoid of courage. If you are not going to lift a finger for the Palestinians, have the decency not to pretend to care. At least with Trump, they felt, they knew what they were getting.

Some of what they've got they like: Trump has lifted sanctions on Syria, negotiated directly with Hamas, even toyed with the idea of undoing some of the sanctions against Iran. When he described Israel and Iran as two countries 'that have been fighting so long and so hard that they don't know what the fuck they're doing', he expressed a blunt truth, and it was appreciated by some in the region. 'The fact that Trump does not feel indebted to the traditional foreign policy establishment means that his instincts have not been clouded by the cobwebs that have affected the thinking of successive Democratic and Republican administrations,' Malley told me. But 'he has not replaced antiquated beliefs with innovative thinking but with personal, capricious instincts.'
Malley and Agha argue that, for negotiations between Israeli Jews and Palestinian Arabs to work, they will have to include 'powerful groups who felt that what was discussed was at odds with their core beliefs' - the rejectionists of both camps, from Palestinian Islamists to Jewish settlers and the ultra-Orthodox. They believe that something could come out of a more open-ended conversation, with no clear horizon, or 'solution'. These groups, they write, might even find a way of co-existing in the same land without renouncing their larger aspirations, as Catholics and Protestants in Northern Ireland have done since the Good Friday Agreement.
What would it take for such talks to occur? The Israelis, who are more isolated but also more powerful than ever, aren't keen to have them. As the human rights lawyer Michael Sfard wrote recently in Haaretz, Israeli Jews have been 'high on drugs full of swaggering slogans and floating in military ecstasy' since the war with Iran; ending the suffering in Gaza or creating a Palestinian state are the furthest things from their minds. They insist that they can never trust Palestinians after 7 October, while Palestinians have even less reason to trust them after the genocide they have visited on Gaza, to say nothing of the ongoing and increasingly violent campaign to colonise the West Bank, in which tens of thousands of Palestinians have been driven from their homes - the largest displacement there since 1967. Even if Israelis and Palestinians agreed to sit down together, who would broker the talks? The asymmetry between the two sides is overwhelmingly in Israel's favour, and the US has invariably acted as its advocate in negotiations. Malley and Agha know this, of course. The conclusion of their mostly grim and unflinching book feels, at times, like wishful thinking: what - and who - would compel any of these people to talk to one another, especially after the genocide in Gaza? Even if they did, what would this accomplish? The proposal is, to say the least, untimely. But the ground may be shifting, and, along with it, the balance of forces. The regime of occupation, apartheid, ethnic cleansing and now genocide has eroded Israel's moral capital, and opposition has not only grown, but has begun to make itself felt in a new generation of progressive activists and politicians. Even so, it's extremely difficult to imagine the dismantling of Israel's apartheid system, or to imagine a serious challenge to its domination emerging anytime soon. In a world of rising authoritarianism and ethnonationalism, where the rule of law has all but crumbled, the brutal, pitiless state run by Netanyahu looks more like a pioneer than an outlier.
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An East Wind behind it
Barbara Everett on 'Hamlet' and power

1774 wordsTwo actors  enter to begin a play, in an assumed midnight darkness. Both are military men, sentinels. One, Barnardo, barks at the other, Francisco, the play's first line: 'Who's there?' This incisiveness turns out to be mistaken: the man challenged is the still functioning true guard, who corrects Barnardo: 'Nay, answer me. Stand and unfold yourself.'
 Why this strikingly odd opening to Hamlet, Shakespeare's first great tragedy? Early editors and commentators ignored it. Since then, the occasional note has suggested that Barnardo has been driven into confusion by the appearance on the previous two nights of the Ghost. I want to suggest that there is something more than accident in this two-line 'problem', more than accident in either the character or playwright. If Barnardo is not out of order, more than fluster attends him. Darkness and dismay drive him, even with what seems a known and friendly colleague, to take, out of turn, the upper hand, the stance of power - to give the order (since the challenge is like all such questions an order).
 Slight as it is, this opening fracas sets the tone for the whole play. Barnardo, however minor a character, has attempted to take power. Power is surely the greatest moral problem that human beings face, and is important above all in monarchical, courtly, political tragedies like Hamlet: this of course gives the play its mysterious third line, 'Long live the king!' At the end of long phases of fascism in the modern world, we think of power as corrupting, even absolutely corrupting, but a very great work of creation, such as Creation itself, can be, as it is revealed by God to Job, sublime, mysterious and good. In Elizabethan culture this articulated itself as the belief that power emanating from God could be an obvious good. And this emanation took monarchy as its primary passage. But 'Under which king, Bezonian?' as Pistol says - and Hamlet is, among other things, the magnificent emergence from a long line of histories. Once Francisco and Barnardo have uttered their all too hopeful 'Long live the king!' their dialogue can move into its curiously sweet and touching tone: ''Tis bitter cold,/And I am sick at heart.' 'Not a mouse stirring./Well, good night.'
 Not a very good night, however. The Ghost of Hamlet senior will appear, soon to deliver the awful if complex fate of Hamlet junior - in their shared name the two are an embodiment of history's inevitable recurrence. The walking of the Ghost, and its powerfully impressive elusiveness, together with Hamlet senior's living history ('in an angry parley/He smote'), are a signal part of the power the late king projects into the play. But, from Barnardo onwards, this is ungodly power, random power, power that courses everywhere through Hamlet like fog with an east wind behind it - even Osric, even the gravedigger, even the priest, have power, random power. And of course the power of Claudius is (in part under Hamlet's enforcing) inevitable, growing, always becoming more precise and practical. Even Hamlet becomes more powerful, as somewhat dazedly we watch him work to kill two men - Rosencrantz and Guildenstern - who appear to be two of his only three friends (the other being Horatio). It is fascinating that Shakespeare attributes the prince's late rescue by pirates to sudden 'thieves of mercy', surely remembering the thieves on the cross comforted by Jesus, their characters human, ambiguous.
 The paradoxical phrase 'thieves of mercy' comes to seem characteristically true through the later movement of the play. This is perhaps because Hamlet is not one play but many (it is understandable that Samuel Johnson gave it the special praise of possessing 'variety' and that so many critics have given different or even opposed readings; it is two or more plays fused into one). There is the revenge play, most originally conceived by Shakespeare in terms of apprehension not action, of spooks, madness, play-acting, of the wrong victims: 'You must wear your rue with a difference,' Ophelia says. But it would be folly to say that the play is not a play of action. I cannot remember, in a long lifetime, many moments when 'the bell then beating one' did not strike me as one of the most exciting things in literature, faintly repeated as it is much later by 'A man's life's no more than to say "one".' Much in the play's dramaturgy supports this edge and economy of action. Shakespeare knew what kind of tragedy this was going to be, this world of politics and randomness where all that had meaning was violent and inaccurate encounter (when Hamlet at I.v.4 feels for the Ghost, his dead father orders him to 'Pity me not, but lend thy serious hearing/To what I shall unfold' - this is the serious Hamlet, the revenge play, the play of action).
 'The bell then beating one' is a phrase characterising a play of great power, economy and coldness. Its world is one where characters talk not to, but at each other - a style perfectly initiated in the new king's emptily factual address to the court, followed by his gross flattery of Laertes. This is echoed when both Polonius and Laertes treat Ophelia as if she were non-existent, destroying her relation with Hamlet (quite unjustly, as Gertrude proves too late), as is dramatised in the scene where Hamlet, almost unrecognisably shabby, looks at Ophelia in silence, an effect put into action by her narration to Polonius. There may be a kind of echo of this late in the play in the fact that there is a character to report Ophelia's death but none to save her life - a wholly original, perhaps accidental piece of dramaturgy that always leaves its own silence and chill.
Hamlet is and has been so much loved and admired as to have received an enormous amount of analysis and to need little more. Its moments of cold caution - Polonius's bleating in death behind the arras, Claudius's flight from the play, the confusion of the exchange of weapons in the court duel - are best left unanalysed and unexplained: in a word, random. What is important, as Claudius leaves the court, is that the king, like some character in Henry James, now knows that Hamlet knows, and is armed.
 Perhaps more in need of notice are one or two elements that interfuse with dramaturgy, in the extraordinary brilliance of the work's verbal style. The first occurs late in the play's second scene. Earlier in it, Claudius has established his own rules for a mechanical style: economical, powerfully utile. He makes plain his entire preference for the energetic but conventional Laertes. This is done with extraordinary concision: 'But now, my cousin Hamlet, and my son.' There is extraordinary hidden hostility in the monosyllable 'But'. Strictly speaking, it is unanswerable, so Hamlet does not answer it. His 'A little more than kin and less than kind' is given as an aside by many modern editors, but wrongly so. Hamlet does not answer Claudius by ignoring the king, but by ignoring that he is there to be ignored - by, in short, the play's first unforgettable wordplay (a partner, 'Not so, my lord, I am too much i' th' sun,' recognises an addressee, though merely negative). Hamlet's response hangs in the air, unaddressed and unaddressable as the words on the wall at Belshazzar's feast.
 I am analysing this style because it seems to me that Hamlet is finding a new and vital form of speech and behaviour. For him, any kind of power is as random as the speech and action of the court. But something in him, the mere fact of his different generation in history, makes him wear his rue with a difference. His refusal of the harmfulness of the random throughout the tragedy becomes recognisable as 'play' ('My lord, I am too much i' th' sun'). This surely led to things like Johnson feeling driven to give the work 'the praise of variety', that harmless epithet. In practice, 'play' covers an extraordinary range of things, from wordplay (in this work brilliant and incessant) to the beautiful and various madness of Hamlet and Ophelia, as cutting as the sword fight in its occasion. One might even include, as examples of word forms matching Hamlet's 'a little more than kin', his equally unsociable, purely undirected soliloquies (we don't, surely, believe that 'O that this too, too solid flesh' is in any sense addressed to 'O God! God!').
Hamlet is Shakespeare's most writerly and perhaps best-written play. There is (apart from the obvious wealth of textual riches) a curious small illustration of this which is rarely noticed. For many years, if asked about Hamlet's poetic quality, I would have quoted not 'To be, or not to be' (which strikes me as grossly overrated in its importance), but Polonius's casual words to the king: 'You know sometimes he walks four hours together/Here in the lobby.' What exquisite memories of the pure tedium of teenagers' lives this brings back! It has nothing to do with action, with revenge, only with real abysses in the experience of playgoing and poetic reading remembered. And the play is dense with such poetic riches of simple experience. Everything translated from revenge into life: indeed into death.
 One of the play's lost short poems inhabits Hamlet's last words, the unforgettable 'The rest is silence.' Hamlet breaks off from the political matter both of Fortinbras and of revenge to notice the unspeakable silence of death. The word rest in its most obvious colloquial form means 'remainder': we begin to leave the play, as the actor's role is now at an end. Horatio caps this comfortingly: rest is peace and ease, something to be desired - 'Good night, sweet prince,/And flights of angels sing thee to thy rest' - and means not only 'remainder' but 'peaceful sleep'. But his slight nannyishness here, with the flights of angels lowing in the lullaby, gives the cue to a third and so far unheard meaning. 'Rest' is also a music term. I will quote a brief poem by Owen Feltham, 'Upon a Rare Voice', written (at a guess) near the mid-17th century:
 When I but hear her sing, I fare
 Like one that raised, holds his ear
 To some bright star in the supremest round
 Through which, besides the light that's seen
 Here may be heard from Heaven within
 The rests of anthems, that the angels sound. 

Feltham may even here be remembering Hamlet's end.
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Priests are human too
Nicole Flattery

2175 wordsAnyone who grew up  in a small Irish town knows what it feels like to live under surveillance. Tech autocrats have nothing on the curtain twitchers of Irish villages. In The Pilgrimage, first published in 1961 and recently reissued by McNally Editions, John Broderick writes that 'the city dweller who passes through a country town and imagines it as sleepy and apathetic is very far from the truth: it is as watchful as the jungle.' Broderick was born in Athlone in 1924. The Irish Midlands has few spectacular views and he knew the place inside out. He found his subject early and wasn't dissuaded from it. He remained committed to the two big Irish themes: death and property. I grew up about 45 minutes from Athlone. Broderick must have visited the village where I lived; he may even have sat in the church where I was once an altar girl.
In the opening chapter of The Pilgrimage, Michael and his wife, Julia, sit in their living room with Father Victor, the local priest, and Michael's nephew Jim, a doctor. The group is organising a pilgrimage to Lourdes, a destination not only spiritually enlightening but which also, in 1960s Ireland, with its limited travel opportunities and asphyxiating atmosphere, had the allure of a party cruise. Michael, a religiously devout property developer, is hoping to be cured of his crippling arthritis. Prayers are said and everyone blesses themselves. Father Victor has three glasses of whiskey and needs to be driven home. Julia retreats to her bedroom where Jim, the good doctor, is waiting for her.
Julia is starved of affection and Michael is either gay or bisexual, although it would be several decades before this could be mooted as a possibility in Catholic Ireland. The Pilgrimage is a chamber piece: most of the scenes take place in Julia's bedroom, where sex and emotional grievances unfold. As a young woman, Julia worked for a short time in a hotel in Dublin. 'It never struck her as incongruous that the life most of her friends lived was very far removed from the religious sentiments they professed.' She falls in love with an American who eventually abandons her. When she sees his engagement announced in the society pages, she determines that she will never love again. She takes up with Jim, but feels awkward with his bohemian friends, and turns instead to his older, wealthier uncle. She marries Michael for money and to satisfy her ego. Only after they marry does she realise she's his beard. Michael couldn't have chosen anyone better suited to the role: Julia is detached, pragmatic and without self-pity. After some painful, empty years she resumes things with Jim. The two sinners still go to Mass; they crowd into rooms that smell of 'misery and whiskey'; they are, in the eyes of their fellow Catholics, perfectly respectable. Then Julia starts receiving letters that describe her affair with Jim in pornographic detail. Someone has been watching.
The letters set off a chain of events both absurd and (in this hotbed of repressed sexuality) not unrealistic. 'Everything happens in real life,' Julia says. 'It's only in novels that it doesn't.' After Stephen, Michael's loyal manservant, attacks Julia one night, they begin a strange, tempestuous relationship. Then Tommy Baggot, a boy in the town, kills himself. It turns out that Baggot has also been sleeping with Stephen. Baggot's roommate has incriminating letters which offer proof of the dead boy's affair with Stephen, and he threatens to go to the police unless Stephen pays him a hundred pounds. Julia begins to reflect on the concealed half-truths that underpin life in the town: 'For the first time in her life she felt completely helpless; as though she were beating her fists behind a prison of thick, plate glass outside which people walked without turning their heads.'
At its best, the novel's simmering moods and atmosphere of squandered potential and sexual deception recall Tennessee Williams. Julia stalks around like Maggie in Cat on a Hot Tin Roof. She has nothing to lose; the worst has already happened. Why not have an affair with her husband's nephew? And when that ends, why not carry on with Stephen? When she discovers that Jim, like her American lover, has got engaged to a nice girl from a decent family without saying a word to her, she sizes up her rival: 'Well brought-up, good-mannered, virtuous ... She was entitled to all the respect that money can buy.' Julia is driven only by appetite. If a woman like this lived in your town she'd develop a scandalous celebrity. You'd sit through Mass and several decades of the Rosary just to look at her.
Julia is just one of Broderick's melancholy outcasts - the product of an imagination that dwelled determinedly on the fringes. He wrote twelve novels, as well as reviewing regularly for the Irish Times. His criticism was as fierce and argumentative as his fiction. He called Edna O'Brien 'a bargain-basement Molly Bloom' and Seamus Heaney 'a lame Northern Catholic', an 'Irish agricultural Rupert Brooke'. Yeats, meanwhile, was an 'old poseur' who 'spent his life fooling the mob with mystical roses, most of them artificial'. Broderick's family ran a successful bakery business, the proceeds of which allowed him to write full time. He didn't protest when The Pilgrimage was banned by the Irish censorship board: 'I don't think you can appeal to people who are as stupid and narrow-minded as that.' In the introduction to this reissue, Colm Toibin remembers seeing Broderick in the bar of Buswells Hotel in Dublin: 'He was wearing a beautifully cut three-piece suit with elaborate stripes. He was alone and he looked desolate.' He remained a Catholic throughout his life and even considered a late vocation to the priesthood, but instead descended into alcoholism.
In 1976, Broderick published The Pride of Summer, a novel that satirised the new emerging Ireland and took to task high-ranking members of Fianna Fail. It's remarkable that the book didn't attract a libel case since Broderick used the real names of politicians and other public figures. Although he projected an air of weary cynicism, his novels often revolve around the solace two outlaws can provide each other. When Julia offers to pay Stephen's blackmailer, he's overwhelmed by the gesture: 'Nobody has ever done anything for me in my life.' In An Apology for Roses (1973), the girl from the good family gets her taste of rebellion in the form of a travelling salesman from Galway. Marie's previous affair was with the local priest, 'whose lovemaking was matter of fact, slightly brutal in its lack of tenderness'.
Like The Pilgrimage, An Apology for Roses was censored, but only after it sold 30,000 copies in the week of publication. It's a sharp, bitter book, less controlled and spirited than The Pilgrimage. At times, it's hard to tell if Broderick is depicting the misogyny of the period or simply engaging in it. Brian, Marie's lover, demeans her 'as the bitch, oh the false, cunning whore'. The priest doesn't extend his holy charity either: 'Privately he could not help thinking that from the masculine point of view Marie was a slut; and this thought comforted him somewhat, as it always does when a man has taken his pleasure of a woman and tired of her.' Marie marries Brian, though it means sacrificing some of her inheritance. This passes for a happy ending - at least she's claimed her independence.
The extremes of emotion depicted in Broderick's fiction have shades of melodrama, but his novels are social criticism too. The protagonist of The Waking of Willie Ryan (1965), 'who never fitted in anywhere', returns home from the asylum where he was kept for 25 years. He had fallen in with a bad crowd, formed a relationship with an older man, taken up drinking heavily and humiliated himself in pubs all over the town. It turns out that he was sexually abused by his brother, but this part of the story is strangely underdeveloped. We learn most about Willie's character from his frank conversations with his former nurse, Halloran, who isn't a character himself so much as a plot device. Broderick's novels are full of such devices, and he needed them because his plots are constantly thickening, becoming more salacious. ('Boredom,' Julia says in The Pilgrimage, 'people do die of it, you know.') The climax of The Waking of Willie Ryan is a long confrontation between Willie and Father Mannix, the priest who was partly responsible for having him committed. Broderick never casts his caustic eye on faith itself; instead, he reserves his ire for the Catholic Church and the hypocrisy (a word that appears countless times) of the country he lives in.
'If you establish yourself as normal,' Halloran tells Willie, 'it's extraordinary what you can get away with.' Priests in 1960s Ireland didn't have to work hard to establish themselves as normal: they were already in your community; they were often in your home. In The Pilgrimage, Father Victor is characterised as a fool and a pedant who belches in company and counts every penny on the trip to Lourdes. He makes pronouncements that sound as if they were cut from a sermon for being too trite: 'We think we know a lot, Julia, but we know very little about anything. That's why people go on pilgrimages.' The bishop is 'an excellent if somewhat inflexible administrator ... he ran his diocese with the smooth, ruthless efficiency of a successful business corporation.' Broderick's most dangerous provocation was to suggest that money and the Church were deeply entwined. To control people, you first had to control their land. Brian in An Apology for Roses says people aren't property. 'No?' Marie responds. 'I think the whole point is that they are.' Broderick reserves his most sly joke for the last page of The Pilgrimage: finally arriving at Lourdes, Michael the property developer is miraculously cured.
Father Moran in An Apology for Roses is more reflective, and therefore more relatable, than the other priests in Broderick's fiction. (In The Waking of Willie Ryan, Father Mannix tells Willie that priests are human too. 'Yes, very,' Willie replies.) Father Moran dislikes the power the dog collar gives him and, after observing it on a fellow priest, thinks: 'He represented in his cloth a terrible antique power, mute and mysterious; the long, lingering shadow of Rome.' An Apology for Roses features a chorus of sorts in the form of Father Moran's housekeeper and her gossipy friend. They see everything. 'It's disgusting the way young sluts like that will go to any lengths to tempt an honest man,' the housekeeper says of her boss's affair.
Broderick's criticism of the church is especially discomfiting because there's no single menacing priest or sadistic nun. He describes not individual acts of brutality but the effects of a culture colluding to preserve the status quo. (In The Pilgrimage, Julia asks Jim if a man can cut his wife out of his will. 'He can in this country,' Jim replies.) Sometimes this works to comic effect, as when a character in The Waking of Willie Ryan describes celebrating her 25th wedding anniversary: 'So we opened a bottle of champagne, and I went upstairs to have a good old weep, and Ned went out and got drunk. Ah sure, it was a lovely anniversary altogether.' Broderick's portrayal of his characters' unhappiness can be merciless, but he also demonstrates the full extent of their rebellion, not just outwardly, but inwardly. His characters are anarchic; they refuse to give up on the pursuit of pleasure. Julia in The Pilgrimage is promiscuous and voracious. She is also shrewd. Of Stephen, she says: 'Like many men who resort to violence in practice or in imagination he was incurably sentimental.'
What's left for Broderick's characters after so much sex on mahogany furniture? An overwhelming sense of loneliness and determination to make a different life at any cost. Willie tells Halloran about the start of his affair: 'You see at the beginning Roger was more or less like a father to me. I never had anybody like that. I suppose that was what I was looking for. No music, no books, no one to talk to - you have no idea of what it was like in those days.' I've no idea either. I was born in 1989, the year Broderick died. Like any good gossip, I can only repeat what I've heard. My aunt, a former nun, was given money by her order to go and speak to someone during a crisis of faith. Instead she went to Dublin and spent the money on a miniskirt. Broderick, the laureate of the Midlands, the cynical outsider, made it to the heart of Athlone in 1999, when the town named a street after him.
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No Cheese Please
Anthony Grafton

4052 wordsLibraries  were all the rage in Renaissance Europe, and no wonder. Theatres of knowledge, grandly decorated and proudly displayed, they hosted dramas of many kinds. Learned men used them for lively conversation on such irresistible topics as the philosophies of Hermes, Zoroaster and Pythagoras or relations between the later Roman Empire and the Persian king Shapur II, which Angelo Poliziano, Pico della Mirandola and others debated in the new Florentine library of San Marco. Yet they were also - or were supposed to be - places of quiet, intensive study. When the French jurist and antiquarian Claude Bellievre visited the Vatican Library around 1514, he copied down a papal edict: readers must not quarrel, make noise or 'cross the desks [to which books were chained] and tear them up with their feet'. Violators were threatened with permanent expulsion - the fate that befell the legendary polymath Pico when some of the theses he proposed for public debate were condemned. He had to return the books he had borrowed, along with their chains, before he fled the city. Happily, Lorenzo de' Medici helped him take refuge in Florence, where he could slake his bibliomania in San Marco.
What made libraries so exciting? They were hardly novelties. Roman writers like Cicero and the two Plinies assembled rich collections of books in their city houses and country villas. Cicero wrote warmly of his librarian, Tyrannio, who put his books into order, and set the second half of his dialogues On the Ends of Good and Evil in the family library of his young friend Lucullus, which he hoped would equip the boy for public life. Medieval monks were fervent bibliophiles. In their cupboards, worn, faded manuscripts of the Latin classics and the Church Fathers flanked brand new Bibles and commentaries, beautifully written and glowing with rich pigments and gold leaf. Spectres of lost collections glimmered alluringly in the background - above all, the Alexandrian Library, famous for both its size and its fate.
Humanists knew that they were imitating the ancients when they sat and talked in libraries. But they knew little about what these lost collections looked like or included. After all, as Andrew Hui points out, even library terminology was slippery. Bibliotheca could refer to anything from a single compendious book, such as the Scriptures, to a single cabinet or a whole collection. Monasteries had large, sunny scriptoria ('writing rooms') where the monks created splendid codices. But the books themselves were generally stored rather than displayed. Monks borrowed them for use in their cells.
By the 13th century, universities were teaching not only the basic canon of the liberal arts but also more specialised fields such as natural philosophy, as well as the higher studies of law, medicine and theology. Previously unknown texts, translated into Latin from Arabic or Greek, arrived in the West and had to be evaluated and made available. Scholars split into schools, writing polemics against their rivals as well as textbooks on their subjects. Students and staff needed access to many books. New libraries met the demand.
In 1289, the Sorbonne officially founded a library that already possessed 1017 books; half a century later it had 1722. Size mattered, but not as much as organisation. The collection was divided into two rooms, a larger one for books of general importance and a smaller one for specialised texts. The librarians chained the general books to desks, which made it possible for students as well as lecturers to consult them. It was a working collection, designed for use, and many of its books were secular. They attracted readers and disruption. Richard de Bury, an English bibliophile who knew the Sorbonne collection well, warned librarians to keep students away from their books, since they ate cheese while they read and dribbled fragments onto the page. Yet despite such menaces - as well as the worse ones of fire, damp and vermin - innovative libraries rapidly took root. They developed into two distinct forms, one private and one public.
The modern private library or study, as Hui tells it, was devised by a single person: Petrarch. True, Christian hermits and monks had read in their cells for centuries, seeking above all to form themselves as spiritual beings and fighting the distraction that always threatened. As Jamie Kreiner showed in The Wandering Mind (2023), though the manuscripts of religious texts were often laid out with helpful marginal notes and signs to promote meditative reading, even pious readers often found it difficult to concentrate on their contents. Petrarch experienced this traditional form of reading and knew its pitfalls. In one of his dialogues, the Secretum, Augustine berates Petrarch for his failure to internalise the lessons of his books. When Petrarch explains that he must struggle against distraction, Augustine recommends that he make notes in the margin.
Petrarch wrote many notes and drew the odd picture. More important, he transformed reading into something new, a literary enterprise organically connected to his career as poet, philosopher and historian. Like Robert Graves, he admitted that he preferred certain books - the Latin classics and the works of Augustine - to others. In fact, he went so far as to make a list of his preferences, provocatively titled 'My favourite books: I resort to the others not as a deserter but as a spy.' And he created a refuge for himself in France, in the valley of the Sorgue, near but not in the papal city of Avignon. There, in his study, he worked through his weighty copies of Livy and Virgil, filling their margins with notes. The smaller books did not always stay in their places. Petrarch carried his copy of Augustine's Confessions, a neat, tiny manuscript that a friend had given him, everywhere - even, he claimed, to the top of Mount Ventoux.
Learning from Cicero, Petrarch made himself a fluent and vivid letter-writer. He cultivated intimate friendships at a distance and then collected and edited the letters that recorded them for his readers. The ancients not only served as models but became his companions. He wrote to contemporaries but also to Cicero himself (whom he reproached for his involvement in dirty Roman politics), Livy and Virgil. The study became for him what the tavern, printing house and cafe would become for later generations of writers: the place in which he refreshed himself and stored up facts and impressions. The library made possible a new kind of intellectual life. Machiavelli, when he'd been exiled from Florence, described a later version of this life in a splendidly ironic letter to Francesco Vettori: in the morning, he read one of the poets while seated by a spring; in the afternoon, he killed time with his neighbours at the tavern; at night, he conversed with the ancients in his study.
Petrarch's new literary life became a model, but not every learned humanist shared his tastes. Niccolo Niccoli, scion of a wealthy Florentine family, spent his fortune on a spectacular collection of some eight hundred books, many of them newly discovered classics. He studied these in a small, elegant house, eating his meals off crystal plates and contemplating ancient busts and other antiquities. But the Petrarchan model was an inspiration, not a cage. Niccoli kept his library in the city, not in the country. And though he offered other humanists grouchy critiques of their Latin, he also lent out his precious books, so freely that, as a friend remarked, 'his house was thought to be a sort of public library' (on his death it became, as he had hoped, the nucleus of the library of San Marco). Christine de Pisan, the daughter of the French court astrologer, was a prolific and eloquent writer who published her own works in handsome manuscripts. She had her illuminators depict her at work in a small but impressive room. Christine read the ancients, but she paid even more attention to moderns such as Boccaccio and Petrarch. And she demanded entrance for other women, ancient and modern, into the world of books, earning a place at Judy Chicago's Dinner Party centuries later.
Where the bohemians find attractive quarters, the gentrifiers will follow. By the middle of the 15th century, the good and the great found their way to the study. Traders and bankers like Iris Origo's merchant of Prato, Francesco Datini, had long kept their account books in private rooms. In the 15th century they gave up the old-fashioned houses in which their ancestors had lived and traded, with shops open to the street on their ground floors, and built closed palaces with splendid facades. The rulers of Italian cities, and the clerics, bankers and ambassadors who settled in capital cities, did the same. Modern palaces, often the size of a city block, were imposing. Though they were no longer open to all, they weren't entirely closed to the public: employees and clients, along with projectors hawking investments and artists seeking patrons, flocked into them, hoping for a moment's access to the owner's ear. It was hard to hide. Their rooms were not aligned on corridors but opened into one another. Leon Battista Alberti and other architects found a solution: they advised their patrons to build studies.
These refuges, ideally next to the owner's bedroom, provided something new in patrician life: handsome, personalised spaces. They were not private in a 21st-century sense. As Alan Stewart showed long ago, rulers and patricians often shared them with their secretaries, with whom they planned invasions, plotted love affairs and sometimes talked about books. In Urbino and elsewhere, study walls were covered with intarsia panels, in which inlaid woods of many kinds provided funhouse images of what a three-dimensional study should contain: books, globes and musical instruments, portrayed with perfect perspective and foreshortening. Other studies glowed with paintings by famous, and fashionable, artists. Isabella d'Este collected spectacular mythological images by Perugino, Mantegna and others, as well as a substantial library, to decorate her study at Mantua. There she discussed further acquisitions with Pietro Bembo and other friends. Painters found the new study, with its clean, gleaming floor tiles, its handsome revolving bookstands, its globes and candlesnuffers, an irresistible subject. The Virgin Mary had always been imagined as a virtuous and diligent young woman, who devoted herself to reading pious books (notably, according to one tradition, the life of the Virgin). Renaissance painters began by portraying her at the Annunciation, facing the angel Gabriel, book in hand. Gradually they ensconced her in a study of her own, with handsome shelves and an impressive library.
Hui attends above all to the imaginative uses that writers made of these spaces, real and fictional. He brings us into Montaigne's tower room, which still exists, its beams inscribed with Greek and Latin proverbs, and invites us to watch him compose his Essays, their pages freighted with stories and passages from Montaigne's wide reading. Several chapters take us into the fictional studies of Don Quixote, Prospero and Marlowe's Doctor Faustus. Here Hui reveals the dangers that attended the modern study, as others had attended the cell. Its owner could mistake his or her books for reality, like Quixote; retreat into them and lose power and status, like Prospero; or, like Faustus, simply become lost in an inevitably futile search for the secrets of life, the universe and everything. The study, as imagined and represented, was a fine and private place - more private than most real ones, and more dangerous.
Studies and libraries existed in many cultures. Hui's book is all the richer for its insistence on taking the reader, like a modern Mephistopheles, across the world. In China scholars developed a culture of the study that was, in many ways, more subtle and complex than the European versions. Yet these too were connected by more than their owners' imaginations to global systems of trade. Colourful rugs from Persia covered their tables while seashells and porcelain from China glittered next to their books. Even Joseph Scaliger, the model polymath of the late Renaissance, who worked longer days than his supposedly industrious Dutch neighbours and complained that he could not afford all the books he wanted, boasted of the stuffed bird of paradise that Amsterdam merchants had given him - though he also noted that it lacked a head. 'If it had been whole', he grumbled, 'they wouldn't have given it to me.'
As in China, so in Europe, many libraries grew much larger than individuals' studies. Seth Kimmel tells the story of two collections that aspired to universal coverage: the vast library that Hernando Colon, the illegitimate son of Christopher Columbus, amassed in the first decades of the 16th century as he travelled across Europe before settling in Seville, and the even richer one that Philip II of Spain created as part of the Escorial, the huge, grim complex that he built in the 1560s on a plateau around fifty kilometres from Madrid, to serve as a monastery, school and palace.
These were not Renaissance Europe's first new comprehensive libraries. Ambitious collections that centred on the kinds of books that Petrarch and Niccoli had collected began to take shape in the middle of the 15th century. They usually sprang up inside ecclesiastical institutions, but did not serve their ends exclusively. What began as a new library for a Franciscan convent in Cesena, in Emilia-Romagna, turned into an innovative library shaped like a basilica but configured, with rows of desks, for study rather than prayer. It was a church of learning, lit by high windows on both sides and open to the whole city. The Vatican Library, founded at the same time by Pope Nicholas V, occupied a set of four rooms, each with its own purpose. It too was open, if not to the public, at least to all members of the papal curia. And it too was a secular, humanistic collection inside an ecclesiastical institution. It soon became an intellectual adventure playground where readers could encounter stunning texts that had been inaccessible for centuries: for example, the history of Thucydides, translated into Latin for the first time by the Roman scholar Lorenzo Valla.
Colon's enterprise grew from these models but departed from them in multiple ways. His father had been a strikingly bookish man, who drew the inspiration for his voyages to the west from the inaccurate but fascinating description of the world by the French theologian Pierre d'Ailly, which he covered with marginalia. Along with his taste for reading, Colon inherited vast wealth, and with it he scoured the publishers and bookshops of Europe. A creature of print, he felt at home in busy cities in which new texts constantly appeared and publishers produced pamphlets, broadsides and tavern signs, lurid in design and popular in appeal, as well as erudite folios. He wanted them all and stalked the cities of Europe to hunt them down. His collection became huge. Where the wealthy and learned Augsburg jurist Konrad Peutinger owned ten thousand separate titles in two thousand volumes, Colon amassed somewhere between fifteen and twenty thousand items.
Cataloguing and organising these collections was not easy. Librarians had to rewrite their handwritten inventories from the start when new acquisitions mounted up. In manuscript collections like the early Vatican, books seen as most likely to be useful were chained to desks, which eventually bore signs listing their holdings. But many were stored in chests and cabinets. If a scholar wanted to make a systematic search of a great library's contents - as the classical scholar Jean Matal and the learned spy Georg Tanner both did in the Vatican and other Italian libraries in the middle of the 16th century - he had to make an inventory of his own, desk by desk and item by item. As such collections swelled with printed books, it became harder to manage their contents.
Colon envisioned his library as a vast and accessible information machine. He recorded details about the acquisition of every book - date, place, price, even the exchange rate. And once he settled in Seville, he tasked his assistants with creating a series of finding aids, including content summaries for every book and a system of hieroglyphic marks that would indicate each book's subject immediately, enabling readers to cut their own paths. He dreamed of safeguards that could ensure the survival of his collection: iron cages, for example, in which readers could see and turn the pages of books without being able to remove them. In the end, the independence that made Colon's enterprise possible also spelled its ruin. Those he left in charge let the collection fall apart: thousands of books were lost, sold or stolen, and the pioneering finding aids were scattered. A Canadian historian, Guy Lazure, rediscovered one of them a few years ago in Copenhagen, inspiring new efforts by Edward Wilson-Lee and others to reconstruct this lost paradise of books.
Though Colon aspired to encyclopedic knowledge, he concentrated - as Kimmel shows - on one sort of information: geographical data of all kinds. He collected this from every possible source. A trained pilot himself, he helped the Casa de Contratacion (the House of Trade with the Colonies) examine candidates for pilot status. He bought up-to-date maps and city views from the best cartographers and printmakers. And he scrutinised texts of every kind, from modern cosmographies to Homer's catalogue of ships, for whatever information they could provide about peoples, places and their names. Partly inspired by his example, a tradition of innovative geographical and antiquarian research grew in Spain. Combining extensive fieldwork with research into texts and documents, Spanish scholars traced the history of their land since Roman times in granular detail.
The library of the Escorial, as Kimmel shows, drew on all these traditions and more. The scholars who took part in the discussions about its future form had studied the ancient libraries of Alexandria and Rome and worked in the great Italian collections. The historian Juan Paez de Castro, the jurist and antiquarian Antonio Agustin, and the biblical scholar Benito Arias Montano, who became the first librarian of the Escorial, knew not only how the Vatican Library was organised but also how it was heated, and they gossiped about great collectors like Diego Hurtado de Mendoza, who had sometimes bought duplicate copies of the same work - and often made exaggerated claims for the age of his manuscripts. Long before Philip II began work on the Escorial, Paez de Castro had written a description of an ideal royal library, as richly equipped with maps and globes as with books. He envisioned it as consisting of both manuscripts and printed books - even condemned ones, which could be sequestered and only made available to those who needed access to them.
When  the library began to take shape and the books needed to be placed, these men debated ways to arrange and catalogue its holdings. Agustin preferred a simple, global finding system. He suggested that the Inquisition simply 'castrate' a copy of the Protestant Conrad Gessner's alphabetical Bibliotheca universalis, a weighty compilation first published in 1545, and annotate it to serve as a catalogue. After all, he pointed out, worthless books like the novella Lazarillo de Tormes had been thought worthy of expurgation by Catholic censors. Why not repurpose the much more useful work of the Swiss humanist and heretic? Montano, however, preferred to divide the books among the many, many disciplines they belonged to, and did so during his spells of work on cataloguing (even though his system worked badly for the many works in Hebrew, Arabic and other 'Oriental' languages). Some innovations found more imitators: for example, the architect Juan de Herrera's decision to push the bookshelves back against the walls, making both the libraries' contents and its splendid frescoes of the liberal arts more visible to readers.
Many scholars have scented in the complex decoration and fulsome contents of the Escorial evidence of an intellectual system - perhaps an esoteric one - that framed it. Kimmel argues that the library was designed to embody Montano's conviction that the Scriptures, when rightly interpreted, could provide all the truths of ancient geography, and the library's decoration, when rightly understood, would enable readers to find their way to these mysteries and then to commit them to memory. Montano traced the presence of the ancient Hebrews in Iberia and elsewhere; he held that the ships King Solomon sent to bring gold from Ophir had sailed to what the native inhabitants of the Indies called Peru. These subjects were clearly a focus of the library's collections. Montano's research had a deep impact on his friend, the cartographer Abraham Ortelius, and on Spanish scholars like the lexicographer Sebastian de Covarrubias.
However, as Kimmel shows, the most remarkable addition to the Escorial's holdings came with no planning at all. Early in the 17th century, French pirates stole the library of the Sa'adi sultans of Morocco, compiled by the erudite Ahmad al-Mansur and his sons. The books arrived at the Escorial in 1614. This collection of almost four thousand books, amassed by learned Muslim princes whose models for collecting ranged from the Ottoman sultan's library in Istanbul to the Escorial itself, included both religious works and specimens of the vast philosophical and scientific enterprises of the Islamic world. Book catalogues (faharis) and teaching licences (ijazat) came from both Muslim Andalusia and the Maghreb. These texts - extended lists of authors and their works, as well as certificates confirming that a particular scholar had studied a particular religious work with the proper masters and could teach it - were central tools of Islamic bibliographical scholarship. Though not accessible to general readers, these guides and the varied texts that they came with enabled a small group of specialists who worked in the library and their pupils 'to see something like the taxonomy of knowledge in Islamicate societies displayed in the three dimensions of the Escorial library's shelves' - at least until a library fire destroyed many of them in 1671.
The Escorial, like Colon's library, sponsored a distinctive programme for the mapping and description of space. Yet it also had much in common with other great libraries that were founded or rebuilt across Europe, in the decades just before and after 1600: the Bodleian Library, but also the University Library in Leiden, the rebuilt Vatican Library of Sixtus V, the Ambrosian Library in Milan and many more. They were usually created to serve locals, whether students, professors or courtiers. But chance, force, greed and generosity swelled their resources. The collection of books in Hebrew, Aramaic, Arabic and other 'Oriental tongues' that Scaliger bequeathed to the Leiden University Library - one of the Protestant counterparts to Philip's very Catholic Escorial - was far smaller than the Sa'adi collection but better known and publicly displayed. Kasper van Ommen has argued that it made Leiden a pioneering research library: not a petrified forest of known books, listed, labelled and chained to their desks, but a mysterious space that enticed scholars from across Europe to explore it, not knowing what they would find or if they would emerge. The Escorial was part of this larger movement.
Many universities have now emptied their libraries, 'off-siting' the books and installing collaborative study spaces. Many scholars and writers prefer to read and write not in purpose-built spaces lined with groaning shelves and decorated with improving images, but in coffee shops. Of their own libraries, they could say, with the cheerful pedant Kulygin in Three Sisters, omnia mea mecum porto - their reading matter stored in tablets and Kindles, phones and laptops, and carried with them. Yet libraries still provide adventures, and of more kinds than ever. Kimmel eloquently evokes the European and American collections where he recreated the ways of early librarians, guided by their modern counterparts. Hui, studying early modern Europe in postmodern Asia, notes gratefully that 'digital Ariels are quicker than transoceanic container ships.' Petrarch, who carried his pocket-sized Augustine up the mountain, would have loved both our travel grants and our handheld devices. Perhaps Prospero and Faustus would both have been happier if they could have summoned our digital Ariels. As for Don Quixote, though, if he had been newly created in 2025, he would certainly be squaring off against AI.
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In Florence
Anna McGee

2329 wordsBetween  1240 and 1300, the population of Florence doubled, reaching almost a hundred thousand. There were more mouths to feed than ever before, but the Tuscan soil was poor, so from the 1270s the communal government began to import grain from southern Italy and set up a market in the centre of Florence in which to sell it. The market stood on the site of the vegetable garden (or orto) of an eighth-century monastery dedicated to St Michael, so it was nicknamed Or-san-michele. In the centuries since, it has been transformed from market to church to museum. Its latest incarnation, the newly restored Museo Orsanmichele, considers the artistic and architectural innovations of each successive occupant of the site.
In the 1280s, a loggia for the market was built by the architect Arnolfo di Cambio. Soon after its construction, Orsanmichele became the only place where grain could be sold in the city. Sellers needed a licence, and their wheat, flour and legumes were weighed and inspected by officials known as the sei della biada (the 'fodder six') before trading began each morning. The different grains were ranked according to quality, on a sliding scale from bello to bellissimo, and displayed in huge vats. Buyers, too, were subject to rules: the amount they could purchase each day was limited to prevent stockpiling. Most people bought grain rather than bread, taking the ingredients to the baker to be cooked. The average citizen consumed about a staio of grain a month (around 17.5 kg).
In her book Orsanmichele: A Medieval Grain Market and Confraternity (Brill, PS150), Marie D'Aguanno Ito compares the market to Wall Street. It had many features of the pre-electronic exchange model, with its standardised measures and pricing, set hours and regulatory oversight, and the beginning and end of trading each day was even marked by the ringing of a bell. But the New York Stock Exchange doesn't have an image of the Virgin Mary painted on the wall. The painting in Orsanmichele appeared overnight, out of nowhere, on one of the loggia's piers shortly after construction finished in 1290. The Madonna had long been associated with grain and wheat: a mid-13th-century Marian treatise suggested that just as 'a grain was shut in the granary, so Christ was a grain of wheat enclosed in the virginal womb'. Images proliferated of the 'Madonna del Grano', in which the Virgin is depicted in a dress adorned with wheat sheaves, like a hula skirt.
[image: The interior of the Church of Orsanmichele.]The interior of the Church of Orsanmichele.




The painted Virgin watched over daily trading at Orsanmichele and soon started performing miracles. The 14th-century banker and chronicler Giovanni Villani describes her 'curing the sick, straightening the lame and clearing away madnesses, visibly [and] in great quantity'. In 1291, a laud-singing confraternity formed in her honour. It was the only confraternity in Florence not affiliated with a specific church and it attracted both men and women. The laudesi built an oratory around the image to protect it, covering it with a cloth during trading hours, and sold candles and wax votive offerings from a small shop next to the market with which shoppers supplicated the Virgin to intercede for a successful harvest.
In 1304, a fire broke out in Orsanmichele - possibly an arson attack, given the intense infighting between government factions at the time. The image of the Virgin went up in flames, fuelled by the wax offerings and flour dust that surrounded her, and Arnolfo di Cambio's loggia was all but destroyed. This didn't curb devotions at the site, however, and a placeholder painting was quickly installed until the confraternity could rebuild the market and commission a suitably magnificent reincarnation of the Orsanmichele Madonna. This time, a 'grain palace' was built, consisting of a vaulted market loggia on the ground floor, a granary on the first floor, and offices and living quarters for the sei della biada on the top floor. Bernardo Daddi, Giotto's most famous pupil, painted a 2.5-metre Madonna delle Grazie to occupy the market's south-eastern bay. In this version, the Virgin is enthroned and surrounded by angels. On her lap sits the infant Christ, caressing her face with one hand and squeezing a goldfinch a little too tightly in the other. Daddi finished the work at the beginning of 1348, just as the Black Death descended on Florence. Some thirty thousand candles were left at the Virgin's feet each week as the plague spread; almost half the city's population died within a few months. Periods of famine both before and after the Black Death caused such panic and violence that the government stationed soldiers outside the market and distributed vouchers for grain and bread.
The Orsanmichele laudesi, though, continued to thrive, not only thanks to oblation sales and membership dues but also because many of the plague's victims left their entire estates to the confraternity. By 1352, it could afford to commission an elaborate tabernacle in which to house the Madonna delle Grazie. The sculptor Andrea di Cione, better known as Orcagna, spent almost a decade overseeing the construction of the Gothic shrine, a marble canopy heaving with lapis lazuli inlay and Marian imagery. It was so massive that the pinnacle atop its central dome grazed the keystone of the building's vault. The awestruck chronicler Marchionne Stefani wrote that 'whosoever viewed it, never in the world up until that day would have seen such an embellished object of that size.' A desire to maintain the mystique, as well as the security, of the Virgin led to a remarkable feat of engineering: during the week, a pulley system lifted bronze grilles from a structure concealed in the base of the tabernacle to enclose Daddi's central panel, and on Sundays and special occasions the grilles were lowered again to dramatic effect. To operate the pulleys, a member of the confraternity would enter the tabernacle through a small door, and climb a narrow spiral staircase, emerging high up between the pediment and the dome, where the mechanism was hidden.
In 1365, the Madonna delle Grazie was named the Special Protectress of the Republic, a title apparently invented for it. Orsanmichele had become the civic and spiritual centre of Florence - and everyone wanted a piece. The art and trade guilds felt that the institution suitably embodied their ideals of egalitarian corporatism; in the 1320s the wool guild approached the confraternity to offer sponsorship of an image of St Stephen in the market loggia. By the end of the 14th century, twenty of Florence's 21 guilds had secured places for depictions of their patron saints inside Orsanmichele. More important, the laudesi agreed to allow each of the major and middle guilds - an increasingly oligarchic group, many of whose members were also key players in the city government - to commission a statue of its patron saint for the facade of the grain palace.
These larger-than-life statues are Orsanmichele's greatest claim to fame. Made between the very end of the 14th century and the early 1600s, they encapsulate the evolution of Italian Renaissance sculpture, from Brunelleschi's marble Peter for the butchers' guild to Giambologna's bronze Luke for the judges and notaries. The earliest of them are widely considered to be the first free-standing sculptures since those of the Ancient Greeks, and the delicate, perspectively rigorous rilievo stiacciato ('flattened relief') that Donatello developed to decorate some of their niches was key to the development of modern bas-relief sculpture. Perhaps it was the competition between guilds that spurred on these innovations. With each new commission we see the poses becoming more dynamic and the facial expressions more human.
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Orsanmichele officially became a church at the start of the 15th century. Although efforts had always been made to keep the clamour and coarseness of trading as far away from the Virgin as possible, almost as soon as Orcagna's grand tabernacle was finished the government declared that sharing the loggia with the grain market would 'diminish and obscure the fame and beauty' of the sacred image. Plans to move the market out of Orsanmichele were expedited when it became clear that the weight of the grain stored in the first-floor granary was damaging the structure below, though it was not until the 1600s that a new purpose-built market was opened nearby. The massive open archways of the loggia were filled in with limestone tracery and stained-glass lancet windows, and the interior walls and vaults were frescoed with biblical stories, while the two upper floors became the confraternity's headquarters. But Orsanmichele couldn't entirely erase its origins. Not only was it an unconventional shape for a church, with two naves and an off-centre altar, but burrowed into its frescoed piers were the chutes that had been used to deliver sacks of grain from the granary, and the symbol of the staio was carved above one of the doors.
For the next five hundred years, Orsanmichele bore witness to Florence's shift from self-governing state to Grand Duchy to key city (and, briefly, capital) of the Italian Republic. It was at the heart of Florence's civic and cultural life; its upper floors served as the archive of contracts and testaments under Cosimo I de' Medici in the 16th century, and in the 20th century it was the site of public readings of the Divine Comedy. In 1996, it became a museum. After a period of restoration and structural stabilisation that began in 2021, it reopened last year and can now be visited six days a week, like most museums in Florence. The ground floor is still a consecrated church, managed jointly by the Florentine curia and the art and architecture soprintendenza (a regional arm of the Italian Ministry of Culture). They are responsible for balancing Orsanmichele's interests as a site of worship and education, and much of the recent campaign of works, including the restoration of some of the damaged pier and vault frescoes, addresses the needs of both.
The installation of fortified glass panels in the church's entryways has allowed the old wooden doors to be kept open all day, as they would have been in the 15th century. The daylight activates the colours of the stained glass and plays off the inlaid lapis and gold of Orcagna's tabernacle. The two storeys above the church are occupied by the museum proper. The first floor, a vast open space which recalls its origins as a granary, houses the guild sculptures made for Orsanmichele's facade. These statues were moved indoors one by one from the mid-19th century, starting with Donatello's St George after his nose was damaged by a 'malicious urchin' throwing stones. By the 1980s they had all been removed, mainly due to concerns about the effects of pollution and bad weather. The niches on the facade are filled with replicas in 'artificial marble', a mixture of stone dust and resin poured into a mould. These have been met with resistance by some, including the scholar Diane Zervas, who feared that the 'clones' would turn it into 'a Disneyland-like attraction to serve the increasingly shallow needs of mass tourism'. But the decision to make and display these copies is preferable to the alternatives: allowing the original Renaissance masterpieces to slowly deteriorate outside, or leaving the exterior of Orsanmichele pocked with empty niches.
Only thirteen of the fourteen facade sculptures can be found in the Museo Orsanmichele. Donatello's St George was not returned to the building after his nose was repaired, but displayed in the nearby Bargello sculpture museum. There have been calls for him to be reunited with his peers, but the organisation that runs both museums seems to have little appetite for the upheaval. The priority of the recent campaign was conservation and cleaning: some of the sculptures hadn't been properly examined for almost a century. New laser technology has been used to remove, at last, the brown staining inside the cloak folds and hair curls of the marble statues, which were painted with a dark substance in the 18th century out of a misguided desire to make them match their bronze counterparts. One of the bronze statues, Ghiberti's St Matthew, has also been greatly improved by careful cleaning. The inlaid whites of his eyes are now visible, as are the letters in the open book he holds.
The arrangement of the sculptures has been criticised since the museum first opened. They were originally positioned on a series of low platforms that spread out across the massive hall. While this meant you could look at them more closely than would have been possible when they were high up on the facade, it was far from the sculptures' original context, and made them look strangely vulnerable: unmoored from their tabernacles, the concavity of the half-cast figures and the roughness of the unfinished marble backs was exposed. In the new installation, the sculptures are arranged in a rectangle around the room in a reflection of their respective positions around the facade, and they stand on 1.4-metre plinths. This is much closer to their intended position in relation to the viewer, although originally they were installed more than two metres off the ground, and it feels like a missed opportunity not to have raised them to the height for which they were designed. Backboards have also been inserted behind the plinths, simulating the enclosing effect of the niches in which the sculptures once stood.
The curators have found a stylish solution for the presentation of the sculptures, gesturing towards their original context without attempting to reconstruct it. But on the whole Orsanmichele has struggled to integrate the role of museum into its identity and structure. It is both monument and container, expected to house its own exterior artworks while the interior is itself an artefact. On the top floor, empty save for a group of sandstone figurines (also saved from the exterior), it is the view that draws our attention: ten windows frame a complete panorama of Florence.
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What Universities Owe
Vincent Brown

2929 wordsOn  Yale's 300th anniversary in 2001, three graduate students at the university issued a report titled Yale, Slavery and Abolition. It was published by the Amistad Committee, a small organisation in New Haven that seeks to preserve African American history in Connecticut; it is named after the maritime slave revolt of 1839. The report drew attention to the university's ties to enslavement at a time when its leaders preferred to stress its anti-slavery tradition. The students pointed out that Yale had named many of its colleges after slaveholders and pro-slavery leaders, including John C. Calhoun College in 1933 and Samuel F.B. Morse College in 1961, and noted that in 1831 Yale officials had helped to block the establishment of a college for Black Americans in New Haven. They called for Yale 'to acknowledge how it has benefited from the profits of the slave trade and forced labour, and to consider reparations to those whose ancestors suffered under slavery', drawing inspiration from the movement for reparations that had been gaining influence in the wider culture for decades.
 Not long afterwards, Ruth Simmons, the president of Brown University, announced that her university would begin to reckon with its historical entanglement with slavery. That initiative inspired administrators at other institutions. In 2004 the University of Alabama issued a formal apology for its forebears' role in perpetuating and promoting slavery. Emory University began a 'process of discovery and dialogue' about its history. William and Mary, the second-oldest college in the US, began a similar project in 2009, and in 2013 the University of Virginia appointed a Commission on Slavery and the University; it also became host to the Universities Studying Slavery consortium, which soon included more than a hundred institutions. Also in 2013, Craig Steven Wilder published Ebony and Ivy: Race, Slavery and the Troubled History of America's Universities, the first major scholarly history of the relationship between slavery and higher education. Like the reports emerging from many universities, Ebony and Ivy showed the extent to which higher education had depended on the wealth generated by enslaved labour. Wilder also examined the shifting attitudes towards slavery among students, faculty, administrators, alumni and donors.
 Some universities now considered the ways in which they might repair the harm caused by their connections to slavery and their history of promoting racial inequality. In 2016 researchers at Georgetown University identified some direct descendants of the 272 men, women and children that its Jesuit leaders had sold in the 1830s. The university set up a Reconciliation Fund to benefit the descendants of people enslaved on Jesuit plantations in Maryland. In 2017 the Princeton and Slavery Project hosted an international symposium; two years later, Princeton Theological Seminary pledged to spend $27 million on scholarships and other initiatives to redress its ties to slavery. The trend wasn't confined to the US. In 2019 Glasgow University agreed to raise and spend PS20 million on reparations after its researchers uncovered that the university had received millions in donations from benefactors invested in the slave trade and slavery in the Americas. In partnership with the University of the West Indies, it undertook to sponsor further research and promote public awareness of the legacies of slavery. In 2022 Harvard University announced that it would allocate $100 million to similar efforts as part of its Harvard and the Legacy of Slavery Initiative.
 Each of these projects wrestled with the difficult question of who should be recompensed. Was it the direct descendants of those enslaved by a university's officials and supporters? What did universities owe to the wider community? Given that enslaved people were considered property - made fungible by cash exchanges, bonds and insurance contracts - and that widely shared racist ideas supported their exploitation, weren't all Black people owed something for the dispossession that accumulated over generations, like a distorted mirror image of compound interest? Or was the university's primary function only to pursue knowledge about the history that gave rise to these questions, deferring remuneration to a later date or another authority?
 Although scholars at Yale had long been at the centre of research on the history of slavery, the university didn't formally commit to publishing its own study until October 2020, following the demonstrations inspired by the murder of George Floyd. David W. Blight, director of Yale's Gilder Lehrman Centre for the Study of Slavery, Resistance and Abolition, was chosen to lead the Yale and Slavery Research Project. The result is Yale and Slavery, an analytical narrative that considers institutional accountability (or, at least, accounting) in the context of a world marked by systemic violence and inequality. Blight makes clear that the relationship between institutions and enslavement was never merely a matter of taking a moral stance. Officials have been just as likely to equivocate or do the bidding of their benefactors when institutional interests seemed to dictate it.
 The uprisings and protests that culminated in 2020 sharpened awareness of persistent racial inequalities. Symbols of the colonial and slaveholding past were the focus of demonstrations that criss-crossed the Atlantic, from the Black Lives Matter movement that began in the US to the Rhodes Must Fall movement in South Africa and the UK, which in turn inspired people to take down statues of Confederate soldiers in the American South. In this wave of iconoclasm, Cecil Rhodes, Silent Sam, Robert E. Lee and Edward Colston were practically surrogates for each other in a transnational story of empire, colonialism and slavery - a story that demanded retelling with renewed attention to its victims.
 Like some businesses, churches and government agencies, universities hoped to get ahead of the public mood. They appointed commissions to absorb and sublimate angry demands. New 'diversity, equity and inclusion' programmes laid down codes of conduct that aimed to soften potential conflicts. Principles and processes were drawn up for de-naming and renaming controversial public landmarks, as Yale had done in 2017 following protests over the name of Calhoun College. Some proposed the creation of new monuments to the enslaved; one such was erected at the University of Virginia.
 It seemed as though the movement was inexorable. But the public disorder of 2020, which coincided with the Covid pandemic, also provoked a hostile reaction, and the political mood shifted dramatically. In the US, a number of states passed laws restricting the teaching of Black history and the subject of race and racism. Right-wing activists saw an opportunity in the domestic divisions sown by war between Israelis and Palestinians to target diversity officials at universities. A growing chorus including powerful university donors identified student protests with an 'oppressor/oppressed worldview', in which Israel was associated with the history of colonial racism. Reformers went into retreat, while Lawrence Summers, a former president of Harvard, argued that 'ideologies arising out of identity politics have too often had the effect of driving discrimination against groups whose members have been most committed to the values of rigorous study and intellectual enquiry.' One prominent Harvard donor concluded that 'DEI' and 'racism against white people' were the 'core of the problem'. In recent months, higher education in the US has faced a withering assault from a national government committed to reversing generations of halting progress towards racial equality. Yale and Slavery seems now to have arrived at the end of a moment, perhaps as a capstone, a monument to the process of commemoration and reparation that motivated its creation.
 As an academic concerned with the politics of memory, Blight understands that the stories universities tell about their past are vital to their sense of mission. The core function of universities is the pursuit and dissemination of knowledge through research, scholarship and teaching. They also want to endure and grow, so they seek to limit liability and risks to their reputations. When challenged to justify past investment in slavery - or current investments in, say, fossil fuel extraction or arms manufacture - officials weigh the costs and benefits of potential reforms. In the wrong hands, the internal review or study can be little more than a PR exercise, allowing the institution to acknowledge past wrongs while sidestepping accountability. Blight will have none of this: Yale and Slavery is a clear-eyed account of an era when university leaders knew slavery was wrong, but supported it nonetheless.
 The first sentence of his report reads like a confession: 'A multitude of Yale University's founders, rectors, early presidents, faculty, donors and graduates played roles in sustaining slavery, its ideological underpinnings and its power.' Deeds, baptismal records, wills and probate inventories list the names of more than two hundred people purchased, possessed and sold by the founders of Yale. New England's Puritan colonies, Blight writes, emerged from a landscape of 'destruction, migration and enslavement, both Indigenous and African'. He describes the period from the Pequot War of 1637 to King Philip's War of 1675-78 as a 17th-century version of a 'regional total war, a struggle to determine whether the Puritan Israel or various Native homelands would survive at all'. Both conflicts resulted in the capture and sale of Native people. There was nothing new in this. Slavery expanded in tandem with colonisation across the globe; New England was just one outpost.
 The founders of Yale, Blight writes, 'were fully aware that they now lived in an Atlantic world in which the African slave trade was peopling the Americas at a scale not seen before the 18th century, a trade now dominated by British slave traders who seemed the agents of a permanent, lucrative industry in human flesh'. Between 1676 and 1802, ships coming from Africa unloaded ten thousand captives in New England, but many more arrived via trade with the Caribbean, where enslaved people accounted for 90 per cent of the population. In the early 18th century, Black people in Connecticut numbered in the hundreds. By 1774, on the eve of independence, a census counted 6464 Black people in the colony, more than 3 per cent of its now greatly increased population and the largest number in any of the New England colonies.
 In 1701, the Connecticut legislature adopted a charter 'to erect a Collegiate School'. Chief among the early donors was Elihu Yale. Born into a wealthy Boston family in 1649, he grew up in England and then spent many years as an East India Company administrator in Chennai (then Madras), eventually becoming governor-president of the settlement. A severe famine in the 1680s caused widespread social displacement, leading to the capture and enslavement of large numbers of local people. Keen to profit from the opportunity, the East India Company bought hundreds of captives and shipped them to the English colony of St Helena. Blight cites the historian Joseph Yanielli, who found that Elihu Yale 'participated in a meeting that ordered a minimum of ten slaves sent on every outbound European ship'; at least 665 slaves were exported in a single month from Fort St George. Yale enforced the quota until the end of his term in 1692: 'Yale's considerable fortune,' Blight writes, 'derived from his myriad entanglements with the purchase and sale of human beings.' Between 1713 and 1721, he made gifts to the young college worth PS1162, a substantial donation, though not compared to the wealth of his estate. The Collegiate School honoured him by constructing a building called Yale College, completed in October 1718. The college grew steadily over the 18th century with funds from the Connecticut colonial assembly, along with grants of land, goods, rental income and cash donations. Close links to a Caribbean economy dominated by the fruits of slavery enhanced the wealth and power of New Haven and of the college's benefactors.
 The first legal code put in place by the New Haven colony in 1639 recognised 'man-stealing' as a crime punishable by death. Yet the Puritan settlers found a way to reconcile themselves with slavery by making a distinction between unlawfully captured people and those 'already captive by some legitimate historical action', who 'could indeed be purchased and owned, especially if treated well'. The theologian Jonathan Edwards, who completed a degree at Yale College in 1720, was a slaveholder like many of his peers, even though, as Blight points out, he saw 'human history as a drama between good and evil played out before the "moral government" of an all-sovereign God', and believed that 'caring about the fate and the good of all humanity was the obligation of every Christian.' William Livingston, whose father's gift to the university established the Livingston Professorship in Divinity in 1756, rationalised the tension between civic virtue and his family's mercantile wealth with the remark: 'It is extremely difficult for the best of Men to divest themselves of Self-Interest.' Indeed, the foundations for Connecticut Hall, the oldest surviving building on Yale's campus, were laid in 1750 by a team of free and enslaved workers.
 The anti-slavery movement took encouragement from the American Revolution. In New England, where the enslaved populations were smaller in size and the experience of slaveholding more limited, national independence encouraged a wave of manumissions and a movement to legislate gradual emancipation. Ministers such as the Yale-educated Samuel Hopkins revised Jonathan Edwards's theological vision, making Christian benevolence the foundation of his denunciations of slavery as a 'mortal personal and social sin'. In a sermon of 1776, Hopkins exhorted his listeners: 'You assert your Right to be free in opposition to the Tyrant of Britain; come be honest men and assert the Right of the Africans to be free in opposition to the Tyrants of America.' Ezra Stiles was a slaveowner when he was selected as president of Yale in 1778, but he manumitted his 'Negro Man Newport' before taking up the post. Stiles supported Connecticut's Gradual Abolition Act in 1784 and in the early 1790s 'took a personal interest' in a short-lived anti-slavery group called the Connecticut Society for the Promotion of Freedom and the Relief of Persons Unlawfully Holden in Bondage. And yet, Blight concedes, 'Stiles was a consummate gradualist and his actions in the anti-slavery society, which seems to have quickly ceased to exist, remained only temporary.' Stiles was cautious, in Blight's view 'befitting the role of a college president'. Others were bolder.
 When the British attacked New Haven in 1779, Jupiter Hammon, an enslaved man and devout Christian, defended the young wife of James Hillhouse, who would become the treasurer of Yale College. In 1786 Hammon wrote a poem called 'An Essay on Slavery'. Archived in Yale's library, the manuscript is a 'revelatory work of Christian devotion' and a prayer for the deliverance of the enslaved: 'If we will have our only choice/'Tis slavery no more.'
 The revolutionary era's dynamic contest between slavery and anti-slavery, racism and anti-racism, continued into the 19th century. Yale's leaders, in their drive to make the college a national institution, were careful not to alienate wealthy and powerful benefactors, including slaveholding Southerners. The invention of the cotton gin by the Yale graduate Eli Whitney facilitated slavery's westward expansion, which generated vast wealth for planters, merchants and domestic slave traders. Yale graduates such as Calhoun advocated slaveholding and white supremacy. A number of their opponents, convinced that education offered a route to liberty and equality, tried to establish in New Haven what would have been the nation's first Black college in 1831, but that effort foundered under racist attack and resistance from Yale itself. David Daggett, one of the founders of Yale Law School, was among those who argued against the proposal, stating that its abolitionist impulses signified an 'unwarrantable and dangerous interference' with the concerns of slave states.
 It would be wrong, however, to see Yale during this era as intrinsically pro-slavery and anti-Black. Many New Haven residents rallied in support of the Africans on trial for rising up against their captors onboard the Amistad. In 1864, a pivotal year in the fight between the North and South, crowds gathered to hear Frederick Douglass declare that one 'Mission of the War' was emancipation, as a route to 'national regeneration'. Many more Yale graduates fought for the Union than for the Confederacy, even though there remained a reservoir of sympathy for the Southern slaveholders, and to some degree for their cause. Drawing on his own study of Civil War memory, Blight describes the way in which reconciliation between White Northerners and Southerners came at the expense of the struggle for Black civil rights. The university's Civil War memorial of 1915 honoured the 'sacrifice of Yale men on both sides' of the conflict while slighting the achievement of emancipation. Today's students largely ignore the memorial and campaign instead for new monuments that reflect their views concerning justice and humanity.
 Those views remain threatened. Protests at various universities against the conduct of the war in Gaza have been met with police raids and punitive sanctions. Many have welcomed the repression, blaming the protests on university curricula. They argue that since the late 1960s universities have set a trap for themselves by encouraging an identification with the colonised or the enslaved. But Blight shows that the basic dynamic of power and protest has roots as deep as the American university itself. Higher education has customarily influenced people to advocate for a freer, fairer and more peaceful world, even while universities have hesitated and hedged their bets, always with an outstretched hand and a finger to the wind. Confronted with a US president who has identified universities as 'the enemy' and vowed to punish them if they don't 'vanquish the radicals', too many academic leaders appear willing to obey. 'Part of the challenge in our research and writing,' to borrow Blight's words, 'is to educate the surprise out of this reality.' The institutions are unlikely to point the way to that better future, but the people they teach still might.
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Poem
A poem by Kathleen Jamie
Considering a Hike to Yon Tree

just to see how you're
faring up there
with little company

just the odd bat or hare
that careers around
'turning the world'

so you tell me. I gather
you snap your fingers
in the face of the east wind

feel the moon groan as she
learns the ropes again
tangled among branches

that you bend, so you say,
to shake her free. You tell me
good will prevail, all

shall be well etcetera,
the same old saws I suspect
you rehearse when you

spot me toiling uphill
in my torn coat, expressly
to listen to your havers.
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Every Mother's Son
Jonathan Parry

3728 wordsThe publication  of The Four Feathers in 1902 established A.E.W. Mason's reputation as a writer of adventure stories. Over the next forty years, the book sold nearly a million copies. The plot turns on Harry Feversham's receipt of four white feathers accusing him of cowardice for refusing to enlist in Britain's military campaign in Egypt in 1882. Subsequently, he attempts to redeem his reputation by undercover activities in Sudan. The seven film treatments of the book - the most recent was in 2002, starring Heath Ledger - foreground the martial aspect of the story: the extended British military offensive against the Sudanese religious leader, the Mahdi, and his adherents between 1883 and 1898. In doing so, they underplay the main theme of the book, which contains no battle scenes, but is a quasi-Christian fable about penitence and suffering in the wilderness, and eventual redemption.
 It is also about the perils of imagination for a military man. The Fevershams have the army in their blood, and Harry has no choice but to make it his career. His problem is that, from his mother's side, he has inherited a fertile imagination and a refined intellect. He is no coward, but he fears that his conscience, like Hamlet's, might make him overthink, crippling his ability to focus on fighting and killing. He resigns his commission rather than go to Egypt because he is convinced that hesitation of this sort will make him the laughing-stock of the regiment, and disgrace the girl to whom he is engaged. She accepts the assessment made of him by three regimental friends, and gives him the fourth feather herself.
 Written in the aftermath of the Boer War, the book aimed to challenge the uncritical army worship and shrill imperialism of the 1890s. An Oxford graduate in his mid-thirties, Mason was a playwright, former actor and soon-to-be Liberal MP. In 1910, his fascination with psychology and analytical intelligence led him to create Inspector Hanaud, one of the most interesting of the early fictional police detectives. Disinclined to marriage, Mason was often pigeonholed as an effeminate aesthete (though he also enjoyed the thrill of mountaineering). In The Four Feathers, Fevershams have populated the army for generations because they are 'first-class fighting men', but 'rather stupid'. Willoughby, one of the feather-givers, also has 'an aspect of invincible stupidity'. The British Army had always relied on such men's unquestioning obedience. Too many women, like Harry's fiancee, Ethne, admire 'brute courage' in a man.
 Mason's contrast between the intelligent sensitivity of his own circle and the military's unthinking bravery came to mind when reading Peter Hart's book. Hart tells the story of the Egyptian and Sudanese campaigns - Egypt in 1882, Sudan in 1883-85 and 1896-98 - through the eyewitness accounts left by soldiers and journalists, with the aim of uncovering how they were experienced and understood. Although Mason does not appear, Hart's copious extracts produce the impression he was on to something.
 Observing the eyes of Gerald Graham, the commander of the Suakin expeditions of 1884 and 1885, Major de Cosson compared their 'placid expression' to 'the calm gaze of an ox', even in moments of danger. And 'danger was nothing to him - he enjoyed the whistle of a bullet as other people like the scent of a flower.' The logic of the Suakin expeditions puzzled many soldiers, but theirs was not to reason why. Ernest Gambier-Parry observed that, 'being soldiers, we went where we were told, and did what we were told when we got there, but beyond this I do not believe there was a man in the whole of this magnificent force who could have given you any intelligible reason for which we were fighting, if indeed his ingenuity enabled him to give you any reason at all.' There were a few clever commanders, such as Henry Brackenbury, who found himself in charge of the River Column in February 1885 when General Earle was shot through the head, but the soldiers distrusted him as 'bureaucratic' and 'scholastic'.
 The men had ample opportunity for combat at its most basic. At Tamai in March 1884, when Graham ordered the Black Watch to move forward, Captain Andrew Scott-Stevenson found himself in danger of being overcome by a throng of Dervishes until 'my trusty claymore found its way to the hilt into several black devils. I clove a piece out of one of their heads just as one does an egg for breakfast and saw his white brain exposed. I was mad with rage and fury ... I think God must have put a coat of armour on me that day.' (Hart uses the term 'Dervishes' rather than 'Ansar', as it appeared in contemporary accounts.) At Abu Klea in January 1885, the Desert Column on its way to relieve General Gordon (besieged at Khartoum) encountered its toughest test against the Mahdi's army. The celebrated cavalry officer Colonel Burnaby, who had volunteered for the campaign, was heard shouting 'Isn't this fine sport, my boy,' just before being fatally speared in the neck. In 1898, at Atbara, the Royal Warwickshire Regiment crashed through the defenders' stockade to confront the enemy, with shouts of 'Now you're into them Warwickshire lads! Stick every mother's son.' Bayonets 'were shoved through anything human in the most brutal and cold-blooded fashion'. And in September, at Omdurman, Private Rawding of the 21st Lancers enjoyed himself thoroughly. 'I am ready for another man-killing job. It is nice to put a sword or a lance through a man; they are just like old hens, they just say "Quar!"'
 The savagery of these battles was unavoidable given the close nature of the conflict and the relentlessness of the enemy attacks. The defeat of the Egyptian nationalists at Tel-el-Kebir in 1882 was a harbinger of the future: once the ramparts were overwhelmed, there was a lot of 'bayonet work' and 'very little quarter given'. Very little quarter was given even once the heat of battle had passed, because British soldiers observed that severely wounded Muslim warriors were disposed to rise up and attack them if they could. It became standard practice to tour the battlefields, amid the 'groans and shrieks' of the dying, and to dispatch them with bayonets or pistols.Private Starr acknowledged that this might seem unmerciful, 'but they were not to be trusted, for cases occurred where they counterfeited death and when anyone passed, they sprang up and disembowelled them!' At Atbara, children were bayoneted because they were throwing spears at the British. Individual British deaths were taken very seriously. After Lieutenant Robert Grenfell was hacked to death during the cavalry charge at Omdurman, his brother's angry account of it spurred the men inspecting the wasted battlefield to 'polish off the wounded and dangerous Dervishes with their bayonets in a very determined way'.
 This single-minded slaughter was mixed with admiration for the extraordinary courage of the enemy troops, who invariably faced the British onslaught without flinching. By the time of the climactic battle of 1898 at Omdurman, the British had access to ample supplies of the latest military technology - Maxim machine guns, Lee-Metford and Martini-Henry rifles - and deployed them unsparingly. Charles Townshend compared the Sudanese response to the Spartans' heroics against the Persians: 'No troops in the world could have lived under that fire. No Europeans would have faced it. The valour of those poor half-starved Dervishes in their patched jibbas would have graced Thermopylae.' His recourse to an ancient parallel is striking; none of the soldiers seems to have had much interest in the religious or tribal basis of the Mahdist uprising. One civilian who did, the poet and Egyptian nationalist Wilfrid Scawen Blunt, was characteristically scathing about the morals of the British officers, 'whose ideal is the green room of the Gaiety [Theatre]', and who, in pursuit of promotion at home, thought nothing of butchering men who were fighting to defend a 'thousand years of freedom'.
 If the soldiers seemed lacking in imagination, the journalists who accompanied the expeditions more than made up for it. Bennet Burleigh, their doyen, had a very malleable sense of the truth. His greatest adventure came when he ran out of whisky, forcing him to ride to the store for more. On the way, he mistook a friendly patrol for the enemy and sped back to camp claiming that Dervishes had subjected him to running fire for ten miles. The journalist who made the greatest name for himself on the 1897-98 expedition was George Steevens, a young Oxford graduate whose early radicalism was sacrificed to the Daily Mail's shilling. Steevens conveyed the elementalism of the desert to his readers: 'small broken hills ... now they were diaphanous blue on the horizon, now soft purple as we ran under their flanks. But always they were steeped through and through with sun ... It looked like a part of the world quite new, with none of the bloom rubbed off.' Meanwhile the 23-year-old Winston Churchill had a foot in both camps, as a supernumerary officer to the 21st Lancers who was also contracted to write a drama-laden column for the Morning Post, which the soldiers liked to mock: 'Well, Churchill, how are the blazing yellow sands and purple sunsets today?'
 Most soldiers found Sudan a lot less poetic than the journalists did. Travelling with the Suakin Field Force in 1885, de Cosson discovered that 'whirling sand ... penetrates everything - eyes, nose, ears, clothes, watches and boots, mixing with the water one drinks, and the bread that one eats, till it grates like cinders between the teeth.' Nothing was 'more exquisitely painful' than having to ride against wind laden with 'the germs disseminated by the dead camels and other objectionable matter about the camp'. The men had blue goggles and gauze veils to protect their faces, but these were of limited use. At El Teb in February 1884, the troops wore bags of camphor around their necks, in order to cope with the stench of the bodies left over from the battle fought there a few weeks before. Later that year, Ian Hamilton's company of Gordon Highlanders, part of the River Column, endured 'incessant toil', rowing and wading waist-deep for hundreds of miles up the Nile in eleven small boats. After the Battle of Omdurman, the thirsty troops had to drink from stagnant pools containing dead animals, which led to outbreaks of dysentery and enteritis.
 Steevens was talented enough to communicate the real horror of Sudan even while waving the flag (Hart has the space only for short extracts, but he deserves a fuller rediscovery). A rightly famous essay on the 'pathology of thirst' distinguished between three types: the sandstorm thirst, merely light soil in the gullet, and easily assuaged; the desert thirst, arising from hard riding through yellow sand and the sun's glare; and the 'true Sudan thirst', which amounted to the 'perpetual liquefaction and evaporation' of self. This could be tackled only with an evening regime of comprehensive rehydration beginning with tea and ending with 'that triumphant blend of all whetting flavours, an Abu Hamed - gin, vermouth, Angostura, lime-juice, soda'. Once Anglo-Saxon drinkers invaded the tropics in the early 20th century, the Abu Hamed became Steevens's most enduring legacy, popularised by Jack London in his South Sea Tales.
 Steevens told his readers that the deferred gratification provided by his nightly cocktail was such that it might tempt him to make a return trip to Sudan. But few of them can have believed him, for no one was better at conveying its desolation. His account of the Omdurman 'triumph' ended soberly:
 Count up all the gains you will, yet what a hideous irony it remains, this fight of half a generation for such an emptiness. People talk of the Sudan as the East; it is not the East. The East has age and colour; the Sudan has no colour and no age ... It is not a country; it has nothing that makes a country ... it has neither nationality, nor history, nor arts, nor even natural features. Just the Nile - the niggard Nile refusing himself to the desert - and for the rest there is absolutely nothing to look at in the Sudan. Nothing grows green. Only yellow halfa-grass to make you stumble, and sapless mimosa to tear your eyes; dom-palms that mock with wooden fruit, and Sodom apples that lure with flatulent poison. For beasts it has tarantulas and scorpions and serpents, devouring white ants, and every kind of loathsome bug that flies or crawls. Its people are naked and dirty, ignorant and besotted. It is a quarter of a continent of sheer squalor. Overhead the pitiless furnace of the sun, underfoot the never-easing treadmill of the sand, dust in the throat, tuneless singing in the ears, searing flame in the eye - the Sudan is a God-accursed wilderness, an empty limbo of torment for ever and ever. Surely enough, 'When Allah made the Sudan,' say the Arabs, 'he laughed.' You can almost hear the fiendish echo of it crackling over the fiery sand. 

 Sudan's historic role, in Steevens's eyes, was as a 'man-eater - red-gorged, but still insatiable'. Certainly, Britain's first military campaign there, in 1883-85, destroyed most of those involved - including the Mahdi himself (who died of typhoid in June 1885), but not the movement he had started. The roll-call included Colonel Hicks, who died in the first disastrous Egyptian campaign against Mahdism in November 1883, and, of course, General Gordon, who was put in charge of the attempt to evacuate the remnants of Hicks's army and those who wanted to leave Khartoum, but was then cut off there and killed by the invading Mahdists in January 1885. It also included Burnaby, the darling of London military society and of the Primrose League (he was due to run for election as a Tory MP alongside Churchill's father); Herbert Stewart, the commander of the Relief Force's Desert Column, trying to reach Khartoum to rescue Gordon; and Hamill Stewart, Gordon's second in command, who was killed along with the journalist Frank Power while trying to escape the city by breaking the Mahdi's blockade. In 1885, Gambier-Parry had to be invalided out of the army, while Graham, who had won the VC in the Crimea, was offered no further command after torrential criticism of the incompetence and extravagance of his Suakin expedition, which had produced only eighteen miles of railway. Lord Wolseley, the overall chief of the Gordon Relief Expedition, branded him 'incorrigibly stupid', but Wolseley, too, was never given another field command, on account of his disastrous fixation with the idea that a River Column carried on specially built whalers could reach Gordon in time to save him. Sudan was also the nemesis of Gladstone's government in London, subjected to a relentless negative campaign by military men and the Tory press, who accused it of a series of muddled decisions: withdrawing the Suakin force in early 1884; hesitating for months about the need for a relief expedition to Khartoum, and then compelling the relief force to expose itself to unnecessary peril after Gordon's death; sending a new force to Suakin, before quickly withdrawing both it and the relief force; and cancelling the Suakin-Berber railway.
In  1896-98, as in 1883-85, Sudan's two great features were its appalling geography and its intractable Muslim warriors. As Hart shows, the only reason the later expeditions had a different outcome was Britain's extraordinary outlay on the latest military equipment, including not just state of the art rifles and machine guns capable of rapid and relentless fire, but also the manufacture of dum-dum bullets, flattening off the point so as to cause maximum internal damage on impact. This was deemed the only way to stop the advance of Dervishes who seemed otherwise oblivious to pain. The widespread use of dum-dum bullets at Atbara and Omdurman caused such outrage that they were banned by the Hague Convention of 1899, despite protests by the British delegate, who insisted that they were necessary 'against savage populations'.
 Above all, the great novelty of 1896-98 was the construction of the Sudan Military Railway, running 225 miles across the desert from Wadi Halfa to Abu Hamed in 1897 and another 150 miles on to Atbara in 1898. The troops no longer had to march over sand dunes and row up cataracts. At Atbara in April 1898, around three thousand Mahdists died, compared to eighty British soldiers. At Omdurman in September, 25,000 British and Egyptian troops assembled with their modern guns and ten Nile gunboats. By no means everything went smoothly, in particular when the 21st Lancers were ambushed during a cavalry charge. Even so, Ronald Meiklejohn reflected that his troops 'had taken part in one of the most spectacular - and perhaps "safest" - battles ever fought!' The British dead numbered 48, with 434 wounded, while 9700 of the 52,000 Mahdists died and 13,000 were wounded. By 1898, the British Army in Sudan was a killing machine. Ambitious officers queued up to be associated with it. Many of the military leaders of the First World War - Douglas Haig, David Beatty and Hamilton - were there, under the distant and autocratic leadership of Herbert Kitchener.
 The other great difference in 1898 was that there was no risk of repeating Gambier-Parry's confusion of 1884. Every soldier and every newspaper reader knew - or thought they knew - why the campaign was being fought. It was to avenge the murder of Gordon on the steps of his palace in Khartoum. (This was not exactly true, since the prime minister, Lord Salisbury, had really sanctioned the expedition in order to check French expansion from West Africa into southern Sudan, but the Gordon affair provided attractive cover.) Preparing to attack at Atbara, Kitchener was certain that every man would do his duty: 'Remember Gordon. The men before you are his murderers!' 'Remember Gordon and Khartoum!' became the army's watchword. The press took the same view. Steevens argued that it was finally time to conquer the man-eater.
 In the years since his death, Gordon had been elevated into a Christian martyr who had gone to Sudan to make a stand against the fanaticism and violence of Africa, not least its slave trade. By avenging him, Britain would be taking a step towards ending these evils. In reality, the Gordon affair had been more complex. Gordon disliked the slave trade, but his primary hatred was for arrogant misgovernment by greedy British and Egyptian officials. He underrated the Mahdi and thought that he could be played off against other chiefs. He assumed that, once corrupt governors were replaced by men like himself, who were ascetic and sympathetic to Arab culture, the tribal leaders of Sudan would respond positively. But he had very little to offer them, and lacked authority without British military support. Disdaining to escape, he continued to believe that support would come, but if it did not, the idea of martyrdom was not unappealing, given his strong faith and sense of destiny.
 The enduring power of the Gordon myth brings us back to Mason, who visited eastern Sudan in 1901, sourcing material for what would become The Four Feathers. Mason's novel suggests that he was much more impressed by the Steevens vision of Sudan as wilderness than by the soldiers' boasts that they had subdued it; indeed it is doubtful that he thought they had. To him, its elementalism remained its key feature. Harry Feversham endures six years in the desert and towns of Sudan, mostly in poverty and disguise, as penitence for his panic of 1882. His original aim is to return the four feathers to their bestowers, having tested and proved himself. This turns into a plan to rescue Trench, the original instigator of the feathers, from the House of Stone, the notorious prison at Omdurman. To do so, Harry must also incarcerate himself. The two men's liberation from the fetid smells, nightly scorpion stings and jailer beatings is achieved only after interminable delays and disappointments. When Harry at last returns to England, his erstwhile fiancee, Ethne, who has also been on a long journey of self-discovery, accepts him. In doing so, she must let down her other suitor, Harry's university friend Jack Durrance, who, lacking the other three soldiers' insensitivity, would never have given him a feather (until the film scripts made him do so in 1929 and 1939).
 Durrance went to Egypt in 1882 with the ambition of incorporating it within the empire. He is a Hector of Troy, a trusty friend and an ideal warrior. As befits the more imaginative kind of soldier, he has sympathy for the tribes and respect for their religion and their hatred of the Turks. He is promoted because his superiors want to use his liberal outlook to justify Britain's forward policy. But then nature delivers its comeuppance: he is blinded by the glare of the sun on Sudanese sand, 'smitten and cast out' for his ambitions. Back in Britain, his blindness allows him to sharpen his analytical skills, so that he uncovers the whole sad story of Harry, the feathers and Ethne. Eventually, having relinquished her, he heads back to the Red Sea and the East whose freedom and spirit he loves, and which he is now incapable of damaging. Both Harry and Durrance can see that the only way to survive in Sudan is to empathise with native life, and native respect for the natural world.
 After 1898, the British government was saddled with the problem of governing Sudan. It believed that Egypt, in order to be a successful colony playing its proper role at the heart of the imperial system, had to be weaned off wasteful militarism, and this depended on maintaining stability. British infrastructure made some inroads into Sudan - enough to remove its capacity to terrify the Western imagination. Nonetheless the attempt to impose British power was always problematic and involved periodic crises, including the assassination of the governor-general in 1924. In 1947, Britain announced that it would promote self-government, and it withdrew its troops in 1955. The Mahdi's tomb in Omdurman, largely destroyed by artillery in 1898, was restored - though not his bones, which the British had thrown into the river. Sudan became independent in 1956. Meanwhile the fate of The Four Feathers in its successive cinema adaptations reflected the determination of the American and British film industries to rewrite history to please Western audiences. In 1966, the Mahdi was reborn twice over: in Sudan, his great-grandson became prime minister; in the epic Khartoum, he was transformed into Laurence Olivier.
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The Beautiful Ones
Jon Day

2983 wordsAround a year ago  a rat died in my kitchen. The first thing I noticed was the cloud of bluebottles flying drunkenly against the window. Then there was the smell, which was fetid and slightly sweet. It took me a while to find the source, and when I eventually pulled up the floorboards there was nothing left of the rat but a shrivelled sack of skin and fur, its tail a mangy question mark. I donned washing-up gloves, picked it up by the tail and put it in the bin. I blocked all the holes I could see and hoped that would be the end of the matter. But for months afterwards I was haunted by thoughts of rats. At night, I imagined I could hear the patter of their feet beneath the floor.
No one seems to know the origin of the claim that you're never more than six feet away from a rat. It persists because it feels true. (According to one estimate, the actual average figure in the UK is 164 feet.) One possible source is The Rat Problem (1909) by W.R. Boelter, a book that is part natural history, part anti-rat screed. Boelter estimated that there were forty million rats living in the UK - one for every acre of arable land, and roughly equal to the human population at the time. His great enemy was Rattus norvegicus, the Norwegian or brown rat, which was believed to have arrived in Britain on Scandinavian trading ships in the 18th century. In fact, Rattus norvegicus probably came to Europe from northern China. Its ferocity and adaptability meant that it soon displaced its smaller and more timid cousin Rattus rattus, the black or house rat. (There has always been a degree of xenophobia in the naming of rats: in Wales, Boelter reports, the black rat is called 'LLyodun Ffrancon', the French mouse; the French, for their part, call it the 'English rat'.) For Boelter, rats were a scourge with no redeeming features. They spread disease, ate crops and caused electrical fires with their gnawing. He calculated that they cost farmers PS1 million a day. Even if rats were eradicated from the country, he warned, their fecundity is 'known to be so enormous that, unless such preventative measures are of permanent character, the progeny of ... rats imported on ship-board or having come over the border, would soon rise to such a number as to constitute a new plague'.
Rats are unnerving in part because of their elusiveness, which makes the rat in the head seem more real than the rat in the sewer. Those who keep them as pets know them to be clean, gregarious creatures with a highly developed social life, but for most of us rats inspire only revulsion. This might be one reason they have become such popular subjects for scientific experiments, it being easier to sacrifice animals to the pursuit of knowledge if you're not particularly fond of them in the first place. The first true lab rats were an albino strain of Rattus norvegicus developed in 1915 at the Wistar Institute, a biomedical research centre in Philadelphia. Rats had already been used for some time to teach dissection in European medical schools, and Henry Donaldson, a neurologist at the Wistar Institute who had been searching for an animal for his own experiments, thought Rattus norvegicus might be suitable.
In 1909 Donaldson's colleague Helen King began to breed rats, selecting offspring for their docility and fertility. After six years, 28 generations and tens of thousands of rats, King had bred what she considered the 'perfect specimen': a stable strain that, due to intensive inbreeding, amounted to what Jon Adams and Edmund Ramsden in Rat City call 'a race of incest clones'. With the development of the Wistar, the lab rat became a branded product. According to The Rat: Reference Tables and Data for the Albino Rat and the Norway Rat (1915), a guide by Donaldson and King, the Wistar rat was 'clean, gentle, easily kept and bred, and not expensive to maintain'. Its lifespan was about three years, and it reached sexual maturity in three months. It bred all year round, producing relatively large litters (between six and twelve pups). The Wistar rat's homogeneity, Donaldson hoped, would ensure that the results of experiments conducted in different laboratories at different times could be more objectively compared. It was the biological equivalent of standardised units in physics, like the kilogram prototype or the metre des archives.
Several million Wistar rats have died for science since Donaldson and King published their guide, and descendants of that first colony are still used in experiments today (when I tried to buy one, from a lab which said that their longevity and 'high rate of spontaneous tumours' made them 'an ideal choice for ageing studies', I was told I would need a permit from the Home Office). More specialised strains have also been bred: the spontaneously hypertensive rat develops high blood pressure at six weeks old, while the Royal College of Surgeons rat suffers from congenital retinal degeneration. There are chronically obese rats, rats doomed to develop early onset Alzheimer's, even rats that are thought to display behaviour associated with anxiety and depression. Yet a study in 2007 found that testing drugs on rats produces reliable results - in terms of their efficacy for humans - no more than half the time. Other studies have shown that, at least when assessing the potential toxicity of new drugs in humans, rats may be worse than useless. One analysis found that 'results from tests on animals (specifically rat, mouse and rabbit models) are highly inconsistent predictors of toxic responses ... little better than what would result merely by chance - or tossing a coin.' Relying on rodent models to draw conclusions about human behaviour seems even less sound. How might one recognise depression in a mouse? Who's to say how an autistic rat will behave?
John Bumpass Calhoun, the subject of these two books, was one of the most famous advocates of rodent experimentation in 20th-century psychology. In both Rat City and Lee Dugatkin's Dr Calhoun's Mousery he is treated as an eccentric visionary, whose insights might still have something to teach us not just about rats, but about ourselves. The son of teachers, Calhoun grew up in rural Tennessee, where he developed an interest in small mammals and birds. A chance encounter with Ivey Lewis, a fellow twitcher and dean at the University of Virginia, led to his being offered a scholarship to study biology. After completing a doctorate at Northwestern on cyclical behaviour patterns in rats and voles, he found a position working on Johns Hopkins's Rodent Ecology Project, which was trying to eradicate rats in Baltimore using a range of novel rodenticides. Boy Scouts and air-raid wardens distributed corn and apples laced with poison across the city, and nearly a million rats were killed.
Despite the success of the poisoning campaign, the total rat population remained remarkably stable over time. Since poisoning tended to target old, infirm or otherwise less capable rats, leaving their younger and more fecund colleagues alive, rat numbers bounced back quickly after each round of poisoning. But the population also appeared to have a natural upper limit (of around 150 rats per city block, far fewer than the environment should have been able to support), which was more difficult to explain. Calhoun found that even if you artificially increased the population of one block by importing rats from another - he kept track of the newcomers by marking their fur or feeding them dyed food so he could identify them by their droppings - the population would soon correct to the lower level. He began to think that some invisible mechanism must be preventing the rat population from growing beyond a set limit.
In 1947, having left the Rodent Ecology Project, Calhoun set about building a quarter-acre rat city, mimicking the layout of downtown Baltimore, in a field near his home in Towson, Maryland. The enclosure was divided into sections connected by alleyways, with one large 'dining room' in the middle providing unlimited food and water, and nest boxes in each corner. Calhoun released ten rats into his city - five males and five females - and for the next 27 months observed their behaviour from a watchtower. He noted every birth and death, and many thousands of social interactions. He conducted autopsies on the dead and periodically recorded the weights of his rats and the number of wounds on their bodies. It took him a decade to collate his data, but when The Ecology and Sociology of the Norway Rat was published in 1962 it was recognised, Adams and Ramsden write, as 'the most comprehensive and complete account of rodent behaviour ever produced'.
As the title suggests, Calhoun was as interested in the 'sociology' of the colony as he was in the rats' biology. This was controversial among biologists and ecologists at the time, who regarded his approach as overly anthropomorphic. By the end of the experiment, descendants of the first ten subjects had splintered into distinct groups, which Calhoun thought represented distinct personality types. Some had chosen to live in the nesting areas set aside for them; others occupied the alleyways. The groups that had been pushed to the corners of the enclosure, Calhoun observed, became weaker and had fewer social interactions than those in the middle. Roving packs of isolated males, which he called 'imcasts', harassed lone females who didn't have the protection of dominant males. Calhoun had calculated that his enclosure should be able to accommodate thousands of rats, but their numbers never rose above two hundred. It was social pressure rather than the availability of resources, he concluded, that acted as a natural check on the population.
In 1954, with funding from the National Institute of Mental Health, Calhoun built a new rat city in a barn belonging to a local farmer. This enclosure was the size of two shipping containers and comprised six different rooms, each divided into four sections connected by ramps. The sections were equipped with artificial burrows, raised on plinths, and in the corner of each cell a hopper provided food and clean water. Calhoun released sixteen pregnant females into the enclosure. He and his assistants observed the rats from a gantry. For the first few generations, life seemed pretty good. But things soon started to go wrong. Most of the rats congregated in the central cells. Dominant males set up camp near the edges and took to sleeping defensively on the ramps, guarding - or imprisoning - groups of females. Rats don't usually like sharing space with strangers, but over time those that had congregated in the middle of the enclosure seemed to prefer feeding when surrounded by others. What Calhoun called a 'pathological togetherness' infected the colony, leading to the emergence of all sorts of unusual behaviour. Subservient male rats which had been unable to secure a burrow fell into two distinct camps. One group became what Calhoun called 'probers': timid 'delinquents' that would avoid the dominant males but harass any unfortunate female they encountered and often fight with one another. The other group Calhoun called 'the beautiful ones'. These rats withdrew entirely, spending their days obsessively grooming and eating, but never interacting with the others. The beautiful ones were 'phlegmatic animals', Calhoun observed, 'blobs of protoplasm' that were 'physically healthy but socially sterile'. He later suggested that they might be suffering from the rat equivalent of autism.
Calhoun's  best-known experiment, which began in new facilities at NIMH in 1968, was called Universe 25. By then he had turned his attention from rats to mice. Universe 25 (it's not quite clear what the previous 24 universes consisted of - much of Calhoun's research remains unpublished) was designed as a large enclosure, divided into sections lined with high-rise 'apartment blocks', each containing several nest boxes. At first, the mice thrived. The population doubled every 55 days for the first ten months until it numbered six hundred. Around day 315, however, growth suddenly slowed, then, in the second year, crashed altogether. Calhoun thought the enclosure could comfortably support almost four thousand mice, but the population peaked at half that.
The colony also began to show signs of the social decay Calhoun had observed in his previous studies. Some mice retreated to the highest nest boxes; others began to demonstrate the same 'aberrant behaviours' he had diagnosed in his rats - homosexual mating, rejection or eating of the young, loss of sex drive, indiscriminate aggression. By the end of the experiment, fertility rates had crashed. More worrying was the fact that the 'aberrant behaviours' seemed to persist when mice were removed from Universe 25. Many of their offspring, Calhoun reported, were unable to breed successfully or to look after their own young. His conclusion was bleak: overpopulation in rodents, even when resources were plentiful, led not to mere stasis but to societal collapse and, eventually, species extinction.
Calhoun was probably a better communicator of his ideas than he was a scientist. In an article for Scientific American in 1962 he coined the phrase 'behavioural sink' to describe the process by which his rodent communities had fallen apart - caused, he believed, by the stress of living in close proximity with others. Calhoun's thesis became popular with journalists and writers (even if it was challenged by some of his peers). Fears of human overpopulation were in the air. In The Population Bomb (1968), Paul Ehrlich warned that in the near future hundreds of millions of people would starve to death from famine. Calhoun's experiments appeared to suggest that psychological and societal breakdown would be at least as significant an outcome of the 'population bomb' as material deprivation. Just as unwanted social encounters had left Calhoun's rats and mice in 'a near permanent state of fight or flight', so too might humans descend into the behavioural sink, leading to the extinction of the species.
One of the reasons Calhoun's theories proved so attractive was that he was never shy about spelling out their implications. 'I shall largely speak of mice,' he begins his most famous paper, 'Death Squared: The Explosive Growth and Demise of a Mouse Population', 'but my thoughts are on man, on healing, on life and its evolution.' When a journalist asked whether he was 'maybe seeing the phenomenon of the beautiful ones ... in the dropout, drug culture?' Calhoun didn't think the question ridiculous. The Daily Telegraph published an article on some of Calhoun's findings with the headline: 'Mice Point Way to Doom in 1984, Says Scientist.' Yet despite encouraging a certain amount of journalistic sensationalism, he didn't himself fully support the narrative of decline and despair. As Adams and Ramsden point out, during the second half of his career, when he was increasingly dismissed by other scientists, Calhoun wasn't hopeless about the future of humanity. He tried to drum up interest in his proposed solutions to the problems of overcrowding, advising architects on urban regeneration and prison design, and courting visiting politicians and town planners. Tom Wolfe borrowed the phrase 'behavioural sink' for his essay collection The Pump House Gang (Hunter S. Thompson, believing it to be Wolfe's coinage, wrote to him calling it 'a flat-out winner'). In 1971, two years after visiting Universe 25 for National Geographic, the journalist Robert Conly published the popular children's book Mrs Frisby and the Rats of NIMH, which was partly inspired by Calhoun's research.
Calhoun's ideas seem to have become even wilder towards the end of his life, though all three authors are too polite to say so. Sidelined by NIMH and unable to get funding for his research, he began speculating on the future of humanity in ever more gnomic ways. He spent years writing an unfinished sci-fi novel, 317 P.H.: A Satire on a Future Multiple 'Utopia', about a 'Posthomo' species bred by mankind to survive the apocalypse. He also devoted himself to trying to invent and promote a kind of prosthetic 'global brain', a vague idea that his supporters have claimed anticipated the development of the internet.
The accuracy of Calhoun's observations about rat sociology, still less their relevance to human society, remains a matter of debate. Even at the time he was criticised for the methodologies of his experiments (one colleague at NIMH told him that 'there are so many variables in your research that you can't possibly draw any conclusions about anything'). Adams and Ramsden, and Dugatkin, want to be clear-eyed in their assessments of his work, but they do accept some of his more speculative findings. Ramsden and Adams compare Calhoun's 'beautiful ones' to the phenomenon of hikikomori in Japan: young people who refuse to work or engage with society. Dugatkin treats him more as an inspirational mad scientist who went on to inspire generations of social psychologists and biologists. But these approaches downplay the shakiness of Calhoun's observations. Many of the behaviours he considered 'aberrant' - cannibalism, aggression, homosexual mating - are not uncommon in rodent society. As both books acknowledge, his experiments have never been successfully replicated by other researchers, and wild colonies of rats don't seem to display any of the personality types he so vividly described. He rarely published in mainstream scientific journals, saying that his concerns were so pressing that he didn't have time to wait for peer review.
It seems plausible that Calhoun was responsible for creating the conditions for population collapse. He only cleaned out Universe 25 every six to eight weeks; disease and parasitism could account for many of the phenomena he thought were due to mere proximity. It can't have helped that, other than the ladders and ramps, the Universes didn't provide much in the way of stimulation. Calhoun thought of his rat cities as utopias, but they seem more like well-stocked prisons. No wonder they didn't bring out the best in the inmates.
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Folding and Unfolding
Stephen Buranyi

3340 wordsThe  mad cow disease crisis began in 1984, with reports of cows 'acting strangely' on a farm in Sussex, and ended 32 years later, with the last reported death from a variant of Creutzfeldt-Jakob disease. It was clear early on that something in the brain matter of cows was causing the infection, and that its vector was the charnel houses in which the brains and spines of slaughtered cows were diced, rendered and minced to a powder, before being added to a variety of commercial foods, including animal feed. So cows ate cow brains and got Bovine Spongiform Encephalopathy. And it wasn't long before house cats, elk, a lion in a West Country animal park and an endangered Arabian oryx at London Zoo all caught a form of BSE.
At first the government, supported by some scientists, insisted that humans could not contract BSE. But in the mid-1990s, instances of CJD, a spontaneously occurring neurodegenerative disorder that usually strikes near randomly at a rate of one case per million people, began to increase in Britain. Like BSE, CJD is a spongiform disease: in autopsies the brain resembles a dried-out sponge, pocked with tiny holes. Like BSE, it is incurable and invariably fatal. Many doctors and scientists realised that because of the clustering pattern, this variant of CJD (vCJD) was not occurring randomly and was probably a human form of BSE.
The outbreak appeared to have the makings of a pandemic. The mysterious infectious agent persisted for years after the death of the animal, and was resistant to burning, irradiation and most known disinfectants. One group of European researchers estimated that 500,000 people could be exposed to BSE from a single infected cow; Oxford's Wellcome Trust Centre predicted between a hundred and 136,000 deaths. (In the end, the figure was 178.) These imprecise numbers reflected the fact that the science was far from settled. Parliament and the public were told that the disease was caused by 'abnormal proteins', which didn't make things much clearer: after water, proteins are the most abundant molecules in the human body. This theory was known as the prion hypothesis (prion, pronounced 'pree-on', is short for 'proteinaceous infectious particle'). It held that the proteins in a human or cow were capable of changing form, with the new molecule not only causing disease but also replicating itself and becoming infectious. The hypothesis turned out to be correct. But early in the crisis scientists could not give definitive answers about where BSE came from, or how it spread, or how to treat it. 'Infectious proteins - once a biological heresy - have been blamed for mad cows and dead people,' one journalist wrote in Science, but 'nobody has proven that these prions really exist.'
In his new book the French neuroscientist and biochemist Michel Brahic recalls that frantic period. He was one of the scientists who fielded calls from journalists, and who told them - mistakenly - that it was extremely unlikely the disease could jump to humans. This is a surprisingly frank admission, but perhaps less so for a scientist working in Brahic's field. Prion research is characterised by unexpected observations that seem to violate the scientific consensus. How and why do proteins, which are produced by our body to build structures (such as skin and muscle) or carry out tasks (like breaking down our food), abandon their set roles and develop a new one? Unlike other proteins, prions can gain the ability to replicate, causing damage as they spread; they can jump between bodies, and sometimes even between species. In this regard they are similar to a bacterium or virus, but both of those are complex assemblages made up of many different proteins and powered by an individual genome, which gives them the ability to replicate and the evolutionary impetus to survive and reproduce. Prions don't have their own DNA, or obvious access to evolution. They don't fit the category of foreign invader, or of an internal genetic renegade, like cancer.
The American biochemist Stanley Prusiner coined the term 'prion' in 1982, and won the Nobel Prize for his research in 1997. By the early 2000s, there was consensus on what prions were. This owed something to heightened interest in the wake of the BSE outbreaks, but more important were the revolutions in recombinant genetics and structural biology which gave researchers the ability to clone genes easily and to study proteins outside cells, as well as providing new methods of modelling molecular structures. The work on the existence of prions solved several scientific mysteries: not just BSE, but also scrapie and kuru, a laughing sickness that affected the Fore people of Papua New Guinea, who practised cannibalism. All were assigned a single cause: not just a protein, but the same protein - the PrP, or prion protein.
For many, Brahic writes, 'the idea that proteins can behave as infectious agents was, at first, hard to accept.' These scientists' difficulty was in part a result of their adherence to the (admittedly loose, but still influential) central dogma of mid-20th-century biology, which held that information could only flow in one direction. Genes gave instructions for an organism to make proteins, which did the work of the cell. A mutated gene could create a harmful protein, but the ultimate cause of the problem lay elsewhere. But disease arising from something inherent and dynamic within a protein itself was another matter. It suggested a hidden landscape beneath what was thought to be well-mapped terrain. Outside biochemistry, the story of what Brahic calls a 'revolutionary concept' in science is either poorly understood or completely unknown, something his book seeks to correct.
After the discovery of prions, many biochemists fundamentally rethought their ideas about protein behaviour. Their focus shifted from establishing what particular disorder a prion might cause to understanding what the logic of the prion was, and where else it might be at work. This led to the discovery of a host of other proteins that acted like prions and induced several small revolutions in scientific thinking. (It was at this point that the term 'prion' became confusingly polysemous, referring both to the distinct protein PrP - present in humans and most mammals - that can cause BSE and CJD, and more generally to all proteins that act in an 'infectious' manner.) It is now believed that every known neurodegenerative disease - from Alzheimer's to Parkinson's to ALS to Huntington's to general dementia - involves a prion-like protein. At the same time, biochemists researching other species hypothesise that disease-causing prions are either aberrant or account for a small minority of all prion-like proteins. Across countless species there are many helpful if poorly understood prions, which often record and pass down information about the environment to successive generations - making prions one of the methods by which living things supplement or circumvent genetic descent.
While it is  easy enough to explain basic genetics to non-specialists, the question of how genes give instructions - to make blue eyes, say, or blood cells - is more complicated. Proteins are the first step of that process. The vast majority of genes, whether in a bacterium or a tuna or a human, are instructions to make a protein; working in aggregate, proteins build the structures of the living world. As the biochemist J.D. Bernal wrote in 1951, 'proteins are the necessary basis for carrying out the processes that we call life.' The physical structure of a protein molecule tells us most about its function; we can learn less about it from the instructions written in DNA than from the way the resulting molecule arranges itself in space. The process is relatively straightforward and usually illustrated in four orders of increasing structural complexity. DNA contains instructions for a cell to arrange amino acids in a linear chain which, once formed, is called a protein. There are twenty amino acids in the human body, and their main shared feature is that they can bind to each other in the manner of train carriages. The sequence of amino acids joined together in a straight line is the first level of organisation, known as the primary structure.
Each of the twenty amino acids has a slightly different chemical composition. Some are small, some are bulky; some repel water, others welcome it; some are 'sticky', binding tightly to other amino acids when they come in contact, others less so. It is these interactions that give the chain its increasingly complex structure. If the chain has repeating sequences of between three and ten amino acids that can bind with the sequence just ahead of or behind them, it will continually fold back on itself and form a sheet. If each amino acid in the sequence is trying to bind with the acid a few positions ahead of it, the resulting forces will cause the chain to curl into a helix. These simple chain patterns - sheets, helixes and loops - are called the secondary structure, and they can be used as the building blocks for more complex three-dimensional shapes, in a similar fashion to the knots and loops woven together in macrame.
This knitting and folding is the third level of organisation, the tertiary structure. The results can be simple and relatively inert - for example, the springy helixes of keratin proteins that are twisted together to form the fibres of mammalian hair (if, genetically, someone's hair is also rich in the amino acid cysteine, which forms strong chemical bonds between the cables, it will tend to stick together and form curls). Or they can be staggeringly complex. The proteins that viruses use to enter human cells have multiple distinct areas, known as domains. A series of sheets of water-repelling amino acids can anchor the protein to the outside of the oily viral membrane. A bundle of helices might form a long needle-like cylinder reaching towards the human cell; the tip of the cylinder often contains a mimic of a human protein, which will bind to the human cell without alerting the immune system to the presence of a foreign invader. When it binds, the viral protein cylinder contracts like a piston, pulling the viral and human cells together and causing infection. (For some complex tasks like this, assemblages of multiple smaller proteins form a larger whole molecule. This is the final level of organisation, the quaternary structure.)
This progression from a linear string to increasingly complex three-dimensional structures is referred to as protein folding. The name calls to mind origami and, just like it, the order is crucial. If the wrong amino acids stick together, the protein may not fold properly in the subsequent steps; if two helices that were supposed to nestle into each other late in the folding process come in contact too early, the final shape may not form. This problem is solved by other proteins (in biochemistry there is always another protein) called chaperones. A chaperone helps other proteins to fold, either by acting as a scaffold that keeps intermediate structures stable, or by temporarily shielding sticky or reactive regions of the chain until the rest of the protein is in the right position. As the biochemist Susan Lindquist put it, chaperones prevent proteins from having 'inappropriate liaisons'.
A complete, folded three-dimensional protein is remarkably stable. A disordered linear strand has arranged itself into an increasingly more ordered structure, and is about as likely spontaneously to revert to its previous state, or to radically rearrange itself, as a chair would be to transform into a table or to collapse into a pile of wood. That is, until a prion comes along. In a prion, a region of the amino acid chain fails by chance to fold into a stable position. Lacking the interactions with other parts of the chain that would stabilise it, this part thrashes about. It takes a new shape every few microseconds, trying to bind to itself, or to other proteins or molecules around it. These regions are called 'intrinsically disordered domains'. Sometimes they result from errors in protein folding, which cause the cell to target them for destruction and recycling. In rare cases they are not random, and serve a purpose - keeping part of the protein structure inactive until the cell needs it, for example. A prion puts this disorder to novel uses. Like a reverse chaperone, it induces another protein not to fold but unfold, undoing the relentless push towards order and causing its target to have more inappropriate liaisons. The new protein now also acts like a prion, abandoning its previous role and turning more proteins into prions.
The prion protein  has a normal function in the brain relating to memory (mice transgenically altered to have no PrP perform poorly in spatial tests that rely on memory, such as mazes). In this state, the PrP doesn't cause problems and it's not clear why, after years or decades, the infective form emerges. It could be random, but pathological prion protein has certain characteristics that seem protective or adaptive. Once the prion proteins in a cell start acting like prions, something about their disordered structure makes them highly resistant to protein-digesting molecules and other chaperones, which could destroy or refold them. As the prions make more and more of the prion protein in the cell infective, they form aggregates of long, crystalline fibres in the brain, winding around and between cells like an invasive plant. There is disagreement about whether this effect is part of their pathology. Are the fibres damaging the brain and its cells? Or is the problem that so much PrP is piling up in an unusable form, thereby starving the brain of the normal form?
By the early 2000s, when it had become accepted that a protein could transmit information about how to fold onto other proteins, researchers began looking for prion-like effects in other diseases. In 2008, two separate hospital research groups published findings on a failed Parkinson's treatment that had unexpected results. Parkinson's is caused by aggregates of a protein called a-synuclein, which disrupts dopamine signalling, causing tremors. Since Parkinson's tends to emerge late in life and to progress with age, the groups had grafted stem cells from the brain of a foetus into the brains of Parkinson's patients. This wouldn't halt the degeneration of the patients' own brains cells, but it was hoped that the healthy foetal cells might be able to run the brain's dopamine system, heading off the dopamine deprivation symptoms. The cells were implanted in patients in the 1990s, but when the researchers examined the patients' brains in autopsies nearly a decade later, they found that a-synuclein tangles from the aged brain cells had crept into the grafted foetal cells. In effect, this microcosm of a baby brain now had Parkinson's. The disease wasn't just degenerative - on the cellular level it was infective too.
Different research groups, including Brahic's at Stanford in the early 2010s, began experimenting with human brain cells grown on petri dishes, and showed very clearly that the pathological a-synuclein strands could spread to a healthy neuron, implicating the protein itself as the infective agent. Prusiner, whose Nobel Prize derived partly from the brilliance of his work and partly from his willingness to make definitive statements, declared in 2015 that a-synuclein was 'the first new bona fide prion to be discovered ... in the last fifty years', and suggested more would follow.
Prion-like behaviour was discovered in other brain diseases, including Alzheimer's, where both Amyloid-b proteins (which form the brain 'plaques' associated with the disease) and Tau proteins (aggregates of which cause the dementia symptoms) have been shown to misfold and propagate themselves in the manner of PrP or a-synuclein. (Why the brain? Brahic wonders if we've simply looked hardest there.) And as more examples were found, researchers identified the protein sequences and structural shapes common in proteins that act as prions, enabling them to trawl databases of known proteins to find new candidates to study. The revelation that prions cause most neurodegenerative diseases made headlines, but for biochemical science a more significant result has been the discovery of a new behaviour for proteins - many argue it amounts to an entirely new class of proteins.
Yeast, for example, is now thought to have a prion-like protein that detects when nutrients become scarce, and induces all proteins of its type to refold themselves into new structures that work on different sources of food. This change carries an inheritance: when a yeast cell divides, the daughter cells share the original cell's proteins - including the prion - and so any of the originally structured form of the protein that they produce will be refolded by the prions. Similar benign or helpful mechanisms have been found in other organisms. Humans and nearly all other animals have a protein called CPEB that can shift into a prion-like state in neurons involved in long-term memory; rather than harming the cells, the CPEB aggregates appear to protect the neuron from being reprogrammed, perhaps preserving the memory. Many non-pathological prions appear to be able to halt their spread or even reverse it, folding themselves back into their original structure and leaving things as they were before the prion went to work.
The basic logic of the prion - a protein that can radically change its structure and function, and force that change onto other proteins too - may turn out to be so common that it ranks among the vital biological processes. As is often the case with cascading scientific discoveries, this has set off a nomenclature crisis. It was initially thought that prions were only pathological, but in the last few years scientists have started referring to 'good' and 'bad' prions - a quick fix that is both imprecise and totalising. It would be useful to find a new term for them: in addition to the good/bad dichotomy, there's the confusion over the word 'prion' being used to refer to both PrP and a whole class of proteins that can refold other proteins. Brahic likes 'piaf' (again borrowing letters from 'protein' and 'infection', with a nod to the French singer), which was originally mooted by Prusiner in the 1980s.
Treatment for neurodegenerative disease is still a long way off. But in time we might find ways to prevent prion proteins from transforming into their pathological form, or to target them for destruction the moment that happens: antibodies, which work by recognising the structures of certain proteins, are being trialled against the prion form of a-synuclein. For now the risk of another BSE-like outbreak remains, and most wealthy countries monitor CJD and livestock for early warning signs. (The mystery of how BSE jumped to humans, as well as the low death count, was solved in 2002: although millions of people were exposed to pathological PrP proteins from cattle, it could only jump to humans who had a rare variant of the human PrP protein, differentiated by a single amino acid. To anyone but the genetically unlucky, exposure to BSE was harmless.)
When Brahic began studying infectious neurodegenerative diseases as a medical student in the 1970s, he writes at the end of his book, the idea that proteins could transmit and replicate information between themselves was referred to as the 'heretical hypothesis'. It's still not clear how widespread this behaviour is, or how often it's used to pass down inherited information outside of the genome. But in the past few years several papers about the origins of life on Earth have pushed the heretical hypothesis to a radical conclusion. The standard theory says that around four billion years ago the basic information-encoding chemical molecules of life formed, and somehow came to be self-replicating. DNA, or more likely RNA, entered a life-sustaining loop of reproducing itself, and then, through random iteration, began to make the proteins that do its bidding. Now it's established that proteins can themselves transmit information, why couldn't that order be reversed? At the beginning of all things a prion, copying itself over and over again, waiting for the rest of the world to catch up.
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At the Whitney
Amy Sherald's Subjects
Eleanor Nairne

1334 wordsAt his final  White House Correspondents' dinner, Barack Obama joked that he had been grizzled by the presidency while Michelle had barely aged a day. 'She looks so happy to be here ... That's called practice. It's like learning to do three-minute planks.' Amy Sherald's portrait of Michelle Obama speaks to the effort of looking relaxed in the public eye, not least because, of all Sherald's paintings currently on display at the Whitney survey of her work (until 10 August), it's the only one behind glass and the only one with its own room and security guard. Sherald usually gives her works enigmatic titles - Well Prepared and Maladjusted; The Lesson of Falling Leaves - but here we have simply Michelle LaVaughn Robinson Obama, three generations distilled into one persona.
Sherald was commissioned to paint the portrait in 2017, after the end of Obama's second term. It was an intriguing choice at the time. She was in her early forties, had only recently been able to give up her job as a waitress and was barely known to the art world. Her painting career had been stalled by the need to care for ailing relatives and her own diagnosis of congestive heart failure (it isn't often you see an organ donor thanked in a catalogue). Michelle's husband, by contrast, picked for his portrait the artist Kehinde Wiley, who had already been the subject of a retrospective at the Brooklyn Museum and whose work had sold to institutions including the Met.
Sherald's star had begun to rise after she won the Outwin Boochever Portrait Competition at the Smithsonian in 2016. The prize painting, Miss Everything (Unsuppressed Deliverance), is displayed in an early room at the Whitney and it gives a sense of why she might have had an edge over more established artists for the presidential commission. It shows a young woman, perhaps only a girl, wearing a polka-dot shift dress, white gloves and a red pillbox hat. She holds an oversized tea cup and saucer, lending a note of whimsy to the painting, but everything else suggests furious restraint. Sherald portrays her sitters with a particular tautness. She also has a feeling for vivid colour. Miss Everything is a vision in vermilion and turquoise. Sherald pays meticulous attention to the seams of her gloves and the pompom on her hat, but the girl's skin is painted with shades of grey in what has become the artist's signature technique: rendering Black skin as grisaille in order to make us think again about notions of colour and race. Like most of Sherald's figures, Miss Everything casts an appraising look at the viewer. The overall effect is one of graphic self-possession.
Sherald almost always paints Black subjects, most of whom are strangers she approaches in the street. Together, they select an outfit from the sitter's clothes (this is another key aspect of her work: her lively interest in the ways we fashion ourselves). Long before she was commissioned to paint a celebrity, Sherald understood that anyone who feels scrutinised in public is likely to use appearance as a kind of armour. After the clothes comes a photography session, which produces the source material for the painting - an image already shaped by hours of posing for the camera (it isn't surprising that her portraits often feature on magazine covers).
[image: ] 'If You Surrendered to the Air, You Could Ride It' (2019)




In earlier paintings, Sherald experimented with a looser style. Her vibrant backgrounds, speckled with splashes of turpentine, recall marble, foliage or animal print. Charcoal marks show the ghostly presence of preliminary sketches: where a finger was once positioned, the first wisps of hair. The man in The Rabbit in the Hat (2009) has a softness to his frown, and to his striped lime-green jacket, that contrasts with the sharply focused depiction of the rabbit. The vagueness of the figures in some of these early paintings can make our attention shift out of focus too.
Sherald's early works are weighed down by her artistic affiliations: Barkley Hendricks with the dressing-up box of Rene Magritte. A woman in jodhpurs and a big-bowed blouse holds a unicorn hobby horse; a man in a bowler hat levitates a model ship over his palm. Their stiffness comes from forcing an idea onto an image rather than allowing the conceit to come through. The distinction between taut and wooden can be very fine. But when Sherald hits her stride, the results are compelling. Her more recent works have a winning clarity of composition: a single figure, thrown against a coloured background, and realised in such a way as to make us ask what it costs to present oneself with this degree of polish.
On entering the exhibition, the viewer immediately encounters a curved wall on which are hung five of Sherald's most striking paintings, all the same size and placed unusually low: Sherald says she wants visitors to meet her subjects' gaze. Every detail bristles with life: the fine halo of soft black fur against the salmon pink background in Mama Has Made the Bread (How Things Are Measured), the woven gold of the straw hat in Mother and Child - details that testify to Sherald's fluency with her materials.
Alice Neel liked to say that she painted all of a person: 'What the world has done to them and their retaliation'. The opposite might be said of Sherald: she seems less concerned with the bruised interior than with the exterior shell we create under duress. When Ta-Nehisi Coates edited an issue of Vanity Fair in September 2020, he commissioned Sherald to make a cover painting of Breonna Taylor, who had been killed by police earlier that year. Sherald worked with Taylor's family to create an idealised portrait, a painting of her subject in the future conditional. This is Taylor the way she might have been and would have liked to have been seen, dressed to impress in shades of Tiffany turquoise with fabulous hair and an engagement ring that may have been on its way.
The risk with this sort of work is that it can start to feel formulaic, and perhaps this is why Sherald has begun to expand her range of poses and settings. In A Midsummer Afternoon Dream (2020), a woman leans against the handlebars of her pale yellow bicycle, no longer set against a plain background but in some suburban idyll. The uprights of a white picket fence are echoed in the field of sunflowers beyond; some of the flowers have been gathered into a bouquet, which sits in the woman's bicycle basket alongside a small white dog. It's a saccharine dream, and that's surely the point, but in complicating the composition Sherald sacrifices the human interest that accompanied her previous simplicity.
More successful has been the leap in scale Sherald has made in recent years (no doubt encouraged by Hauser & Wirth, the gallery to which she moved in 2018). One of the works in a later room at the Whitney is more than three metres in height and depicts a man perched high on steel girders. The verdigris metalwork nods to Manet's use of a similar framing device in The Balcony, though here it accents a single figure, dressed somewhere between construction worker and clown in vivid orange beanie hat and striped yellow trousers. Sherald worked from an old photograph of construction workers on a New York skyscraper, but the man's dandyish insouciance gives the image a sense of unreality and suspenseful calm.
When the official portraits of the Obamas were unveiled in 2018, Sherald was criticised by some for making a painting that didn't capture the version of 'Michelle' people thought they knew. I suspect one ingredient was missing: her electric smile. Obama sits in a floor-length gown, legs crossed, her head resting on one hand, her expression sombre. She might be bored, defiant, curious, concerned, resigned: Sherald doesn't offer us any clues, but she captures celebrity's peculiar combination of intimacy and inscrutability.
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Whatevership
Becca Rothfeld

2393 wordsAwoman in a field  cradling a baby and whispering: 'This is what they want to take from you.' A man explaining that bathing in cold water reduced his age by three years. An animated frog. A group of Mormon mothers performing a synchronised dance routine, then squabbling about their infidelities in a series of reels. Shitposts. Earnest sadposts. Thirst traps. A bulging man who eats raw organ meat and calls himself the Liver King. A woman who whispers to you that you are a Mesopotamian artefact she is restoring. And I haven't even mentioned the porn.
 Where is the corresponding fiction? Most of the recent works cited as examples of 'internet novels', such as Lauren Oyler's Fake Accounts and Patricia Lockwood's No One Is Talking about This, depict nice liberals online or nice liberals gawking at mean conservatives online; they succeed in some ways, but fail to take full advantage of the internet's grotesquerie. Who is writing Liver King fiction?
 One possible answer is Tony Tulathimutte, whose new collection of interlinked stories, Rejection, is pleasingly abject. Its misfits are far from being nice liberals. Craig, the protagonist of 'The Feminist', is an incel who shoots up a restaurant; in 'Pics', Alison, a lonely millennial woman, obsessively scans the social media accounts of a man she once slept with, then confronts him on the dancefloor at his wedding. Many of Tulathimutte's characters are connoisseurs of niche porn - 'masturbauteurs', as a character in his novel, Private Citizens (2016), puts it. Kant, a reclusive gay man who features in the story 'Ahegao, or, The Ballad of Sexual Repression', ultimately rebuffs his well-adjusted boyfriend, preferring the 'hyperspecific porn that has been his lifelong solace - the yaoi visual novels, the vore and mpreg, the 100 per cent runs of fan-translated Illusions Soft eroge torrented from Hongfire'. His tastes are so rarefied that his 'furtive and constant masturbation' comes to seem 'oddly sacramental'.
 Tulathimutte's characters have no choice but to elevate masturbation to an art because no one else is willing to touch them. The book is a compendium of sexual humiliations, most of them thoroughly deserved. Craig, for instance, is an insufferable do-gooder who carries a 'Read Women' tote bag and tweets under the handle @listenandevolve. His studied feminism is a pose affected in expectation of a reward, preferably a sexual one, although he's willing to settle for the moral high ground. He attributes his romantic failure to his narrow shoulders - he 'can't compete along conventional standards of height, weight, grip strength, whatever' - but it's obvious to everyone around him that his moist desperation and air of self-congratulation are to blame.
 Some of the more unjust rejections in Tulathimutte's work are the product of sexual racism. The masturbauteur in Private Citizens, a programmer called Will, complains that he is 'pigeonholed as another Asian castrato', and when Kant scrolls through the dating apps 'every fiftieth or so profile states it rather bluntly, no fats femmes Asians, each applying to him in varying degrees.' Sometimes these unjust rejections induce self-inflicted rejections, beginning an infinite regress of snubbings and shunnings. In the end, Kant is so used to ostracism that he can't believe anyone could love him. He disgusts himself so much that his 'very presence in his own fantasies ruins the fantasy'. He can endure only a few months of a relationship before rushing back to the internet.
 In this book there is no alternative to shame and self-loathing, no possibility of redemption. Tulathimutte's stories are impressive, but that doesn't make them nice to read. Their unpleasantness is testament to the perversity of their subject matter, because the writing itself is enormous fun. Tulathimutte seizes on the indignities of contemporary language and wrests them into absurdities. Bee, Kant's sister, says she's 'always believed that microaggressions warrant microapologies'. Alison describes herself as being in a 'whatevership' with the man whose wedding she disrupts. Descriptions are satisfyingly tart. Kant's incompatible boyfriend is 'tanned and centred, his chakras agape, comprehensively Californian'. Philip Roth and David Foster Wallace come to mind as antecedents, though Tulathimutte has their wit without their warmth. He writes like a child holding a microscope over the ground, peering down at an insect burning to death.
 His characters prefer life online to life in the flesh because they want to escape the truncations of identity. Their goal is not to advertise the same old self, the one that can't get laid, but to craft a new persona. Tulathimutte does this too: the last and least successful story in Rejection, a fake rejection letter from his publisher, is manically metatextual. 'We regret that we must pass,' the unnamed editors inform him, but the book's publication is proof that the Tony Tulathimutte lambasted in the letter is only an avatar. It's not enough to say that the real Tulathimutte doesn't write autofiction: he writes anti-autofiction, fiction that basks in its falsity.
 Of course, the internet can also facilitate a commitment to identity politics, in the form of glib and egotistical self-sorting. By the end of 'The Feminist', Craig is a regular participant in narrow-shoulder support groups such as NSOM (Narrow Shoulders/Open Minds). 'At last, he's found men willing to declare unapologetically narrow-shouldered feminist men are in truth the most oppressed subaltern group,' doomed to endure 'a marginalisation far worse than those based in race or gender, which were mere constructs, as opposed to the material fact of narrow shoulders'.
 Bee, in the novella-length 'Main Character', chooses yet another route: she spends years orchestrating a campaign to destroy her selfhood. The story is partly a commentary on its own contents, in the manner of Pale Fire. 'This is a comprehensive, regularly updated summary and analysis of the affair known as "Botgate", the internet hoax/scandal associated with the person known as "Bee",' it begins. Bee's biography, related in the second section of the story, may be fraudulent. Its author insists that the post we are reading is one of many different versions; the discrepancies between them obscure the truth of any one account. Whoever Bee is, her project is a flight from the indignity of identification. She is especially irked by her Thai heritage, at least in the version we read. Asian Americans have a choice of 'three survival strategies', she thinks. The first is assimilation, which involves accepting 'second-class citizenship in exchange for a threadbare mantle of conditional whiteness'. The second is 'appropriation, hermitcrabbing into some more popular minority culture'. The third and perhaps worst option is to embrace 'cosplay of one's own heritage, expressed in the consumption of its exports, ramen and roti, boba and bhangra, mochi and manga' - to go in for a kind of 'auto-orientalism'.
 Bee will have none of it. At a meeting in her co-operative house at Stanford, she refuses to reveal her ethnicity, much to the confusion of her ostentatiously liberal peers. Gender is another nuisance she wants to dispense with. In high school, she tries to sell her gender for $22; at university, she infuriates her housemates by insisting: 'I don't really identify as anything.' In chatrooms and forums, on anonymous message boards and blogs, 'there emerged the option to be nobody in particular.' If Bee can't be free of personae altogether, she can at least be 'sans corps - an entity of pure grammar, speech without the deception of flesh'. While her mother is dying of breast cancer, Bee sets out to commit 'identity terrorism' by creating a 'clutch of alts'. 'Since I couldn't be no one, I would be everyone,' she decides. Posts are formulaic enough that they prove easy to automate, and soon Bee and her army of bots are faking feuds and fuelling rumours. Fights, cancellations, banishments - Bee was behind most of the internet's recent scandals, or so she claims.
 Offline, however, she barely exists. She has no friends and is so inattentive to her appetite that she sometimes eats 'nothing but yoghurt and deli meat for three days'. The few one-night stands she braved in college were unsatisfying. But Bee is comparatively lucky: the rest of Tulathimutte's rejects can't stop themselves from pursuing entanglements they come to regret. When Kant meets someone from a dating app, the man spends a long minute 'uncapping, applying and recapping ChapStick', and Kant's efforts to act out his sadistic fantasies are limp and unconvincing: 'Um, suck it. You fucking ... pig.' Actual sex is sordid and clumsy, unlike the choreography of porn. It's no accident that Kant's preferred genre, hentai, is animated. 'What if he can only be attracted to his abstract fantasies, perhaps even to the very quality of their non-existence?' he worries. What if he desires fiction because it is fiction? In Private Citizens, Will loves his collection of adult videos 'for not insulting him by pretending it had anything to do with the reality of sex, or with him'.
 Many of Tulathimutte's characters have a fetish for falsity so acute that it extends beyond porn. 'Reality took forever,' Will thinks bitterly when he leaves his computer to meet a friend in a cafe. He can't stand 'the underwater way people walked and sent their voices wobbling through the air, how printed words lay inert like bugsplat, all manifesting the basic duh of the physical plane'. His would-be influencer girlfriend attempts to improve reality by transmuting it into content: she convinces him to help her start a live-streaming service that runs sixteen hours a day, then makes him get double eyelid surgery. The procedure goes wrong and he has to have both of his eyeballs removed.
 Tulathimutte is engaging here in a kind of hysterical augmentation, a gothic enlargement of the sort that influencers undertake when they document (and dramatise) their days. He writes in the exaggerated register of the internet post: one story in Rejection even takes the form of a Reddit post, while 'Main Character' is a series of entries on a forum. In 'Pics', Alison belongs to a group chat that functions like a judgmental Greek chorus. (We can tell that Alison is a pariah because her contributions are fastidiously punctuated.)
 These stories are everything that a good post should be - including a little too outrageous to be believable. Best of all is the sixteen-page domination fantasy that Kant types out for a call boy who makes videos on demand. It is replete with stage directions - 'please dub in a sound effect of tearing fabric and a KA-POW!!!' - and suggestions for ways to achieve some of the more extreme features, such as a 'sound effect representing your asshole being stretched to its absolute tensile limit, perhaps the rubbery sound of a balloon animal being tied'. Because the scene will require several gallons of semen, Kant includes a recipe for 'fake cum', along with vegan and egg-free variants. The plot of his fantasy is unhinged. Kant imagines himself as an all-powerful villain who lives in a 'stone castle called Balls-Deep Keep'. He looms up, enormous, while the call boy dwindles 'down to about eighteen inches': 'I'm able to store you in a jar of my cum - you have developed discreet gills adapted to seminal respiration.' Periodically, Kant pauses the story to offer up accommodating interjections. 'Not sure if you're able to induce a full "pink sock" prolapse,' he writes, 'but I'd appreciate that, as long as you are 100 per cent confident you can do it safely!' The contrast between his apologetic demurrals and his dream of domination makes the point: the internet isn't reality, and that's the joy of it.
 But Tulathimutte's command of the outlandishness of life online doesn't always translate to his depictions of the real world. The only hint of tenderness in Rejection appears at the beginning of 'Pics', when Alison goes to her friend Neil's house for their monthly ritual:
 He makes her favourite panko-crusted baked mac and cheese with Crystal hot sauce, and she cuts his hair while they stream reality TV. They'd started this ritual back in college, when he was helping her recover from the worst period of her eating disorder by finding and making the one food that she wasn't revulsed by, and waiting with her after eating it. 

The sincerity of their rapport degenerates as soon as they go to bed together. Neil adopts porny affectations ('he spends way too long sucking her nipples, to the point where she consciously thinks the word latching') and requests the titular pic, which he takes while Alison is giving him a blowjob.
 Kant's bravado is punctuated by anxious qualifications, but most of Tulathimutte's characters are nothing but their online avatars: pure shtick, without any interior life. It would be interesting to see him turn his skills to the plight of someone who isn't simply loathsome and inauthentic - not because fiction has to be populated by good guys, but because most people are at least marginally more complex than they appear online.
 Yet for all its ruthlessness, there is something optimistic about Rejection. When Bee's mother catches sight of her Twitter timeline and asks her to explain a post, Bee thinks:
 The hermeticism of posting disease is exactly its appeal. The difficulty of describing a single event online without offering detailed case histories, associated subcultures and rap sheets, and beyond that the meta of the platform: the valences of blocking v. soft-blocking v. muting, DMs v. mentions v. subtweets, going private v. deactivating v. suspension, these uncodified cues and tacit slights spawning an infinity of faux pas. This was salon culture, blue checkmark as painted birthmark. 

Tulathimutte recognises that the internet has all the elements of great fiction: Talmudic feats of interpretation, endless layers of intertextual reference, reposts and ripostes, the subtle slights that are the stuff of the novel of manners (the soft block v. the mute!), genres with distinctive requirements, triumphs of lunatic self-fashioning. And then there is the conspicuous preference for unreality, the more unreal the better. In the midst of her posting craze, Bee thinks: 'I often wonder if this is what I want to do, sit inside year-round, devising notional people.' She is describing the work of an online troll - and of a fiction writer.
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At the Movies
'28 Years Later'
Michael Wood

1168 wordsThe events  of Danny Boyle's new film, 28 Years Later, are not too far away. It's set in the near future, but the prologue takes us back to 2002, which is when Boyle's earlier film 28 Days Later was released. (There is also 28 Weeks Later, the 2007 sequel directed by Juan Carlos Fresnadillo, but this seems to borrow a piece of the storyline without becoming part of the sequence.) In the first film a virus strikes Britain, killing millions and turning survivors into zombies, smeared with blood and often naked. The prologue to 28 Years Later shows a group of massive zombies killing a priest, who is mysteriously smiling and passes a young boy a cross to remember him by. The priest is sure that this is the end of the world and is ready to welcome it as such.
It's not the end of the world, but the world has changed. The virus has spread beyond Britain, and continental European nations have found a way of keeping it at bay. But the British haven't, and the mainland of England, Scotland and Wales has become a vast space of quarantine. The virus is called Rage, allowing for a crisp double meaning: the virus is rage and rage is a virus. To be alive and infected is to be angry.
In the first film, a man (Cillian Murphy) awakes from a coma to an almost entirely empty London. There is some virtuoso camera work here: famous streets and bridges filmed in the early morning without a soul in sight. A double-decker bus lies on its side like an extra for Moby-Dick. Then Murphy learns there are one or two people left who are not infected, and after visiting the house of his dead parents in Deptford, they set off together for Manchester, where there is supposed to be a haven organised by the army. There is a haven, but it rapidly turns into something else. A member of the travelling group (Naomie Harris) says that 'staying alive is as good as it gets.' Later, paradoxically, as things go from bad to worse, she modifies her view. Even this fragile world gets a little better if you care for someone and are cared for in return.
This principle could be the motto of the main characters in the new movie: a child, a mother, a father and a doctor. The other characters seem to have decided that the only useful response to crisis is endless jollity. The setting is the island of Lindisfarne, connected to the quarantined mainland by a long causeway. This is where a crowded society of the uninfected lives. After the priest's death we meet a family in Lindisfarne. The boy and the father, Spike and Jamie (Alfie Williams and Aaron Taylor-Johnson), are preparing for a trip to the mainland, a sort of voyage of initiation for Spike, who is twelve years old. His mother, Isla (Jodie Comer), is affectionate with her son but angry and unsettled with others. She seems ill, and the implication is that there are forms of imbalance that have nothing to do with the virus. In many ways the world has returned to the Middle Ages. The preferred weapon is the bow and arrow (we later see Spike kill his first infected person as part of his induction), unless you're lucky enough to have a ballista.
The trip to the mainland is dangerous, but Jamie and Spike survive, fending off different species of the infected - large grovelling figures who look like two-legged pigs, and others who are erect and active, like athletes gone crazy. (These are called Alphas.) For good measure, the dilapidated old house in which Jamie and Spike take shelter crumbles down while they are in it.
Back in Lindisfarne it is party time, with lots of singing and drinking. Spike catches sight of his father having sex with a woman who is not Isla. Matured perhaps by his mainland adventure, Spike thinks his mother's illness may be related to his father's failure to care for her, and plans another journey to the mainland, this time with Isla, in search of the doctor his father will not consult. When we see that Jamie associates the doctor, Kelson (played by Ralph Fiennes), with a field of dead bodies spread out as if to make a sort of rustic artwork, we may feel he is not wrong.
Spike will have none of this - for him a doctor is a solution - and he and Isla take off across the causeway. They make it quite a way on to the mainland, by the looks of the landscape and the appearance of Antony Gormley's Angel of the North sculpture. Isla is half with it and half not, and when one of the infected attacks, she saves Spike's life almost by accident. In the next sequence, the most haunting part of a haunted movie, she shows a kindness that perhaps in this context only a demented person could offer.
Following the pattern suggesting that no one survives unless someone saves them, Spike and Isla are rescued from the infected by a Swedish marine, Erik, who was stranded in Northumberland when his colleagues died. And then we are looking at a train stuck under a bridge, presumably becalmed since the virus arrived. Spike, Isla and Erik (Edvin Ryding) climb into the train and walk down the central aisle of a coach. They see a naked woman in pain, and Isla not only knows the woman is about to give birth but actually helps her to do it. Erik kills the mother - she is one of the infected - but spares the child, and an Alpha beheads Erik. The doctor that Spike and Isla are looking for suddenly appears and sees off the Alpha. Are we confused yet? As in the 2002 film, three figures we care about survive when almost everyone else dies.
There is one more stage in the journey before our heroes can try to make it home with the newborn in tow. Kelson diagnoses Isla with terminal cancer and recommends euthanasia, having convinced Spike that this is the right road. Spike carries - it's hard to think of this as any sort of actual project - his mother's skull to the top of a mountain of skulls which is the memento mori Kelson has been working on. Kelson now starts calling the column a 'memento amoris' instead of a memento mori. Too academic as well as too sentimental perhaps, but Fiennes's performance as the eerie doctor, creator of an intense, eccentric heart of resistance when resistance is always too late, helps to carry the day.
The film is compelling to watch, even if we can't like much of what we see. We can't answer the questions it asks and we can't hide from it in allegory. But we could perhaps prepare ourselves a little for a time when the virus of rage finds too many friends.
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Morbid Symptoms
Ange Mlinko

1939 wordsDo women  hate art? 'I'm going to focus on making art that doesn't look like art. Art that has the feel of women talking everyday crap, like you and me here, me solving all your problems.' This is Anti (short for Antigone) talking to the unnamed narrator of Theory and Practice, a graduate student at the University of Melbourne. It is 1986. You can still write a fan letter to Simone de Beauvoir - at least for a few more months - and in addition to quoting Shakespeare, Shelley, Elizabeth Bishop and Joseph Brodsky to your friends, you might be memorising apothegms from Roland Barthes's A Lover's Discourse, because even though you are enlightened and liberated, you are in pain over a man and jealous of his official girlfriend (you are, of course, the unofficial girlfriend). You say things like 'Liberal humanists are the worst, Lenny. They're the forces of reaction and must be destroyed.' It is the era of young women in Doc Martens, professors in leather jackets and parties thrown to celebrate the purchase of an Apple computer. It is the dawn of the Mac. It's also the dawn of theory in English departments:
 After a day spent with Theory, I'd come away from the library feeling headachy and crushed. My undergraduate years had taken on the aspect of a wasteland. The foundations on which I'd expected to build were mere rubble underfoot. To understand Theory, I had to master Continental philosophy going back to the Greeks. I had to read Derrida, Irigaray, Kristeva, Cixous, Foucault, Lacan, Nietzsche, Deleuze and Guattari. 

 But it isn't theory that the narrator and her friends want, and it doesn't quite seem to be art either. Rather than focusing on the novels of Virginia Woolf, as agreed with her thesis adviser, the narrator finds herself captivated by the five volumes of Woolf's diaries, whose covers show various personal items found on her desk: 'Notebooks lying open provided glimpses of her handwriting. It occurred to me that those notebooks were probably the very diaries I was reading, and the realisation was thrilling. Woolf's spectacles were part of the array - the roundness of their lenses was especially touching.' Why should Woolf's handwriting, or a necklace of blue shells, matter more than the novels? 'These intimate objects that Woolf had handled so often made a vibration in time, bringing her close.'
 They need a mother, these girls - or a 'Woolfmother', as the narrator calls her favourite heroine. Obsessing over A Room of One's Own seems slightly more respectable than producing 'passionate, alarming, footnote-free essays about "Sylvia"'. But it's the same 'morbid symptom', the way diaries are morbid symptoms. 'When the symptoms could no longer be contained by her diary, she waded into a river with her pockets full of stones.'
 A lot of contradictions are laid out in Theory and Practice, and one's tolerance for graduate students - clearly infantilised by their milieu, despite being in their mid-twenties - may be sorely tested. Is this a novel of ideas, or a novel about people who like to talk about ideas? I suspect the latter. And yet I wasn't sure if it was the ideas or the people that made the book veer wildly between the entertaining and the banal.
 The contradictions of love, for instance. How piquant is it that the narrator, as an undergraduate, is devastated by a cheating boyfriend but then goes on, as a graduate student, to become a side dish herself? Is it so surprising that she hates Lois (her ex's lover) and fixates on Olivia (her current rival) despite being (theoretically) a feminist? Is it maybe a little overdetermined that the young man, Kit, over whom the narrator and Olivia have a love bite competition, is so charmless that the reader is nonplussed rather than swept up in her infatuation? Is that the point, that infatuations are fatuous? (Kit assures the narrator that he and Olivia have a 'deconstructed' relationship.) Or is it also meant to bolster the point that women have much more of a claim on one another's imaginations than men? 'I hissed at the patriarchy, but that battle didn't spark my imagination. It was plugged into the creative-destructive energies of the Maternal line.' But then why is Olivia a pill?
 My coffee and Olivia's tea came. She'd asked for her tea bag on the side, and she dunked it briefly in her cup before taking it out and adding milk. She offered me the sugar, and I declined. She added two spoonfuls to her tea, saying, 'That's why you're so slim.' 

 The paradoxes multiply whenever there's a theory - hence the gulf between theory and practice, especially when the theory is feminism. Is it OK that your thesis adviser ripped apart another feminist in a book review? How can you love your embarrassing flesh-and-blood mother? And how can you love your Woolfmother when, despite being a great novelist and champion of women, she is also a snob and an antisemite and a racist? Having come across a ghastly put-down in Woolf's diaries about the Ceylonese freedom fighter E.W. Perera ('the poor little mahogany coloured wretch ... the same likeness to a caged monkey, suave on the surface, inscrutable beyond'), the narrator, who is the daughter of Sri Lankan immigrants, has a crisis. Does it help that Woolf lost her mother young, that she was molested by her half-brother? (The narrator has also experienced sexual abuse.) Where do the commonalities of identity begin and end - and what does theory tell us?
 This is one of the more serious contradictions on offer. Professional hypocrisies are played for laughs:
 Elise also said that a tenured lectureship was coming up in English at the end of the year. 'There are three lecturers on contracts and they're all after it. The department should appoint Paula, really, she publishes heaps, but Myron wants Guy. Have you come across Guy? He's an Althusserian Marxist.' 
 'Is that a Marxist who strangles their class enemies?' 
 'Going by my sample of one, it's a Marxist with an E-Type Jag.' 

 Michelle de Kretser is one of Australia's leading novelists. She emigrated from Sri Lanka with her family as a teenager, and the mores of educated liberal Australians is her imaginative terroir. Her first book, The Rose Grower (1999), a historical novel set during the French Revolution, was something of an anomaly: although she has dabbled in different genres, de Kretser's most celebrated books have all considered the lives of Asian Australians. Theory and Practice is her eighth novel. There is some ambiguity about whether it's autofictional: the cover of the Australian edition sports a photograph of de Kretser from the mid-1980s, and the jacket copy suggests that the book 'bends fiction, essay and memoir into ... new shapes'. The nameless first-person narrator encourages us along these lines and makes a point of wrongfooting us. For the first ten pages or so, we find ourselves reading a story set in Switzerland in 1957, written from the perspective of an Australian geologist. It ends abruptly: 'At that point, the novel I was writing stalled.' The narrator turns out to be a writer. Like other autofictionists, she declares:
 An artist once told me that she no longer wanted to make art that looked like art. I was discovering that I no longer wanted to write novels that read like novels. Instead of shapeliness and disguise, I wanted a form that allowed for formlessness and mess. It occurred to me that one way to find that form might be to tell the truth. 

It is now a truism that art (form) is bad and truth (mess) is good, but even when it is as cunningly argued as it is at the end of Rachel Cusk's Parade, I don't buy it. Then again, Cusk's paean to the extreme naturalism of Eric Rohmer's films was itself ensconced in a formally elaborate book. (Could she be messy if she tried?)
Theory and Practice is also formally elaborate: there's the false beginning, the start of a manifesto, then the dive into the past. Towards the end of the book, narrative gives way to more philosophising, and a reunion of old Melbourne friends from the 1980s takes place in Paris in the present day, bringing the circle round to narrative again. I'm convinced it is a rewriting of an earlier de Kretser novel. The Life to Come, published in 2017, is a longer book of interlinked stories involving arty coteries and female graduate students (one of whom becomes a novelist); the burden of assimilation placed on immigrants in Australia, especially those from South Asia; the grades and shades of difference between Sydney (where de Kretser now lives) and Melbourne (where she went to university). Paris, too, is a node of reconnection and reminiscence. All these elements come into play in Theory and Practice, whose form is shorter and tighter.
 De Kretser is not a woman who hates art - she wrote a book on Shirley Hazzard and credits Penelope Fitzgerald's Gate of Angels as an inspiration for her fifth novel, Springtime (2014). Bishop's poetry runs through her work; she borrowed from her the title of her prize-winning novel Questions of Travel (2012), and the poem 'Cirque d'Hiver' is a recurring motif in Theory and Practice. (Its last line - 'Well, we have come this far' - is almost the last line of the novel.) So, yes, art - in theory. In practice - mess, as she hinted in an interview in 2020:
 But the form of my last two novels (especially The Life to Come) arose from another concern as well. They are both novels about the contemporary world, and that is a world in which many if not all of the old certainties and continuities have been ruptured. The 'broken' form of those novels reflects widespread psychological, social and historical rupture. 

 The significant moment in Theory and Practice arrives when the narrator's mother dies. Until that point she has been a source of irritation to her daughter: a maudlin widow, an unassimilated donner of bright colours and bangles. But she is one of those casualties of 'widespread psychological, social and historical rupture'. 'As it aged,' the narrator notices, 'my mother's body had shrunk everywhere except in the middle. In the last year of her life she looked like a pregnant child. In death, her contours annihilated by a heavy quilt, she attained the truthfulness of formless form.' Then, a couple of paragraphs later, the narrator's name is belatedly, anticlimactically, revealed to us. It's Cindy.
 At the end, Cindy is reunited with her university friend Lenny in Paris. He and some of his friends survived the Bataclan massacre of 2015. If these characters were blithe and banal four decades ago, now they are broken. But they are still divided by their theories, which look more and more like narcissistic excuses to turn away from one another. One of the men has been so changed by the Bataclan massacre that his wife leaves him: 'Women were mocked for Bovarysme, but in her experience it was men who were swayed by well-worn narrative tropes. Life was random and cruel, she said, and she'd lost patience with his unwillingness to face that fact.' Appearing as she does on the last page, this passing character exemplifies de Kretser's theory of randomness and underscores the novel's category error: form isn't interchangeable with theory, any more than messiness is interchangeable with truth.
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Diary
Borno after the Flood
Gazelle Mba

2450 wordsIn the early hours  of 10 September last year, Hauwa woke to discover water pooling beneath her bed. She attempted to stem the flow by stuffing bits of cloth in the gap under the door, but it continued to pour in. People outside were shouting, waking up her five young children. Hauwa couldn't get all of them out of the house together, but some neighbours came to their aid. Two young men picked up three of the children, while she took the hands of the other two. Outside, the water was ankle-deep and rising quickly. As they made their way to higher ground, they saw the flood sweeping through the houses, lifting up cars. The water kept rising until it had washed away all their possessions, leaving debris in its wake. Hauwa and her family sheltered on a bridge a few kilometres away, which soon turned into a makeshift camp. They stayed there for nearly three weeks.
Alau Dam, twenty kilometres to the south of Maiduguri, the capital of the northeastern Nigerian state of Borno, had collapsed that morning after months of torrential rain. Villagers who lived near the dam had told the government that the structure was unsafe and the reservoir behind it too full, but no action was taken. Nearly half a million people were displaced and, though the death toll hasn't been formally established, it was in the hundreds, possibly as many as a thousand. The poorest communities, living closest to the dam, were worst affected - farmers and fishermen who relied on the Gwange river (outside Maiduguri it's known as the Ngadda) for their livelihoods. Like most Nigerian cities, Maiduguri has sharp divisions of wealth and status. The wealthy live far from the river, in Government Residential Areas which are quiet and orderly, with well-maintained roads and large gated compounds. Most homes in the GRAs suffered little or no damage from the flood. By contrast, most of the shanty dwellings in poorer areas have collapsed. Similarly, the homes and shops of grocers, hairdressers and mechanics were gutted, while buildings belonging to government institutions and large companies were spared, protected by their distance from the river and by their sturdy construction. But the flood did severely disrupt the city's transportation system: Fori Bridge and Lagos Bridge, which connected the east and west of the city, were both destroyed.
When I visited Alau Dam, two months after the flood, the road leading to it was blocked by security guards. The men only allowed us to pass when they realised our driver was, like them, a Shuwa Muslim. The area around the dam looked like a demolition site. Piles of debris and mounds of mud rose above the water. On 4 February, the Federal Executive Council, presided over by President Bola Tinubu, approved 80 billion naira for the reconstruction and improvement of the dam to prevent future disasters. A month later, the Minister of Water Resources and Sanitation, Joseph Utsev, signed off the project. He announced that it would be completed within 24 months and executed in two phases. The first phase, scheduled to take place from March to September this year, would involve immediate flood-risk mitigation, while the second phase would focus on extensive desilting of the reservoir and structural improvements to the dam. Two months after the planned start of the project, there was apparently still no sign of work beginning at the site.
In Maiduguri, Hauwa showed me the thick watermark still visible around her house. It was more than six feet above the ground. Her neighbourhood still bore obvious traces of the flood. The street outside her house was covered in stagnant water. 'It's a cul-de-sac,' my guide, Habib, pointed out. 'There's nowhere for the water to drain.' Nearby, a boy in a striped shirt was fishing in the water. Hauwa's house, a modest structure with two rooms, no longer had a toilet or kitchen - they had been taken by the flood. The family had managed to reclaim some furnishings - a mattress, a few mats - which they had dried out and returned to use.
Hauwa's neighbours didn't fare any better. Modu escaped the flood with 'nothing but the clothes on my back'. He camped near the busy West End roundabout, which was above the flooded area, and went 'three or four days without eating'. After a month of sleeping rough he returned to his house, aiming to salvage 'whatever was left behind'. Local people's attempts at rebuilding are being made with little to no assistance from the government. The floor of Modu's house was covered in a thick layer of mud. Near the entrance, in what was once the living room, he pointed to a generator he had used to pump water out of the house. In the corner of another room, blocks of concrete and a hole were all that remained of the bathroom. I saw a dead fish on the floor. Modu had never experienced a flood like this before. 'The government issued no warning. They were totally unprepared.' He used to own a small shop not far away, but the windows had been smashed in the flood and most of his wares were stolen or washed away. It would take a long time, he said, to rebuild his stock. No one here has insurance.
Borno isn't known for floods, although Alau Dam has burst once before, in 1994, eight years after it was built. The water travelled even further on that occasion, flooding towns as far away as the state of Kebbi, more than a thousand kilometres away, making 400,000 people homeless and damaging several million naira's worth of crops and property. Nigeria's disaster preparation hasn't improved much since then. One man, who remembered the first flood, told me he had survived both disasters in much the same way, fleeing his home with his children when the flood came and waiting in a camp until the waters receded.
By the time I arrived in Maiduguri from Lagos, most of the flood water had dried out, except for small areas, such as Hauwa's street, where the water had nowhere to go. My host, Alhaja Lawan, showed me a video of a man paddling a canoe down a residential street. Someone had added fish and water emojis. I admired their grim sense of humour. 'Today, you won't see any of these things,' she said. 'It's like before and after.' She was right. As we drove through the city, Habib remarked every so often on the damaged buildings that lined the roads, pointing to the sunken roofs and broken windows, and comparing them with the newer buildings that had not suffered much - signs, he said, that the governor, Babagana Zulum, was 'trying his best'. But as we walked through the side streets in poorer areas, we passed houses that had been emptied by their residents: the mud that plastered them refused to dry despite the heat.
Most journalists reporting on the flood drew parallels between the disaster and the Boko Haram insurgency: the area that had been affected by the flood also saw the worst of the violence. Between 2009 and 2018, murders and kidnappings were almost daily occurrences. Around 35,000 people were killed and 1.5 million displaced. The worst of the insurgency appears to be over, but the attacks haven't stopped altogether; in early January, it was reported that forty farmers had been killed by militants. One of the flood survivors, Ahmed, told me that after Boko Haram killed his family, he took refuge in one of the Internally Displaced Persons camps run by the government with support from organisations like the Red Cross. These camps are supposed to provide shelter, food and basic security. The camps in Maiduguri are home to between 120,000 and 130,000 people, while those in the surrounding area shelter more than 400,000. There are at least two million displaced persons in Borno State, the highest figure in northern Nigeria. But the IDP camps have not always been able to protect people from the violence they are trying to escape. Recently it was reported that armed groups - some dressed like military personnel - are abducting residents for ransom.
After five years in a camp, Ahmed returned to Maiduguri in 2022, two years before the flood. When I met him, he was living a semi-vagrant existence, his house uninhabitable. Borno has been plagued by its association with Boko Haram, which affects everything from investment to infrastructure to aid. 'It's the way the outside world sees us,' Habib told me. 'But it's not the full story.' He didn't want the flood to contribute to Maiduguri's negative image. 'It's undergoing a slow process of recovery, one step at a time. People are resuming their daily activities.' The city began to recover thanks in part to the efforts of wealthier citizens, who raise funds and provide relief for social issues affecting the city and Borno State. There is a common misconception that Maiduguri, and Borno more broadly, is primarily sustained by international aid bodies, but the reality is more complicated. Local organisations and individuals often take the largest role, and get the least attention.
The first thing I noticed in Maiduguri was the schools: all large buildings, a few storeys high, and freshly painted. Several of them were on Maiduguri Road in the heart of the city. Crowds of teenagers were coming and going in bright uniforms. Habib told me that Zulum is interested in education. He has a PhD in engineering and was a professor at the University of Maiduguri before becoming a politician. 'Things weren't like this before,' Habib said. 'You didn't see schoolchildren on the streets and if an attack occurred, the schools would be closed for a few weeks.' The presence of girls among the pupils is a victory for the city. Last year was the tenth anniversary of the Chibok kidnapping, when Boko Haram took 276 female students from a secondary school about two hours south of Maiduguri.
Before the insurgency, Maiduguri had a good reputation for education. It was what brought Habib here: he moved from Yobe, a neighbouring state, to study business at the University of Maiduguri. He described the experience as one of extremes. Maiduguri is one of the country's top federal universities and is heavily protected by armed security guards. The campus is 41 square kilometres, making it feel like an island in the city. Habib felt safe there. But at the same time, he said, the city was a 'war zone'. 'You had to be on alert. You felt something could happen anywhere, at any time.' When the alarms sounded, he would run back to his halls for safety. 'Back then, a lot of suicide bombings happened in congested areas: the markets, mosques, churches, the post office.' Since 2018, however, Maiduguri and Borno generally have become much safer, in part as a result of government efforts, at federal as well as state level, but most of all because of local resistance to the insurgency.
We drove through many of the places that Habib said had been inaccessible during the Boko Haram years, including the main commercial district: Baga Fish Market, Bama Motor Park and New Tashan Bama Motor Park (motor parks are like bus stations). Traders were active again, selling shoes, clothes and household goods. 'We used to be advised by the government and NGOs to avoid overcrowded places and to be vigilant,' Habib said. 'They often used women for the suicide bombing attacks. You see them with their hijab and you don't know what is under it. It's bombs inside their hijab and they will just go to a crowded place and set off the bomb.' But Habib didn't want to dwell on that period. 'We don't have to worry about that any more,' he told me. 'Maiduguri is very safe.'
The words 'Maiduguri is very safe' came up in most of our conversations. One evening, driving back, Habib said that the city gates used to close at 4 p.m. because of Boko Haram's roadside attacks. Groups of insurgents would target people driving home, abducting passengers and killing those who resisted. Sometimes they struck in the early morning, too. During the day, the roads were patrolled. 'But now, God is kind, things have changed,' Habib said. 'It's been a long time since we heard of anything like that. You can even leave Maiduguri after 5 o'clock now.' I looked at the clock. It was gone 6 p.m. Habib stopped the car by a roadside stall and ordered some fara, a regional delicacy of fried grasshoppers seasoned with yaji, a spice mix. 'You see, even the fara sellers are out now,' he said.
According to Habib, most of the residents of Borno, Adamawa and Yobe were affected by the insurgency in some way. 'Maybe a member of your family has died,' he said. 'At least someone in your extended family.' I asked if he had been affected. 'Yes,' he said, but refused to elaborate, adding: 'We lost so many people from Yobe.' Friends from Maiduguri had also been killed or kidnapped. Yet despite this, Habib spoke with cautious optimism about completing his MA and his plans to study for a PhD. His repeated insistence that things were improving was, I realised, part of this need to look forwards, not backwards.
Maiduguri - and Borno State more broadly - is often misunderstood by Nigerians. It is one of the most deprived areas in the country. The multidimensional poverty rate in the state stands at 72.5 per cent, 9.5 points above the national average. As with the flood recovery, citizens have had to take matters into their own hands. Habib pointed out some members of the Civilian Joint Task Force (CJTF), a vigilante battalion that formed in response to the government's failure to stave off Boko Haram. In the early years of the insurgency, large numbers of volunteers from all walks of life took up arms - machetes, locally manufactured guns and makeshift weapons - to defend the city. Now their role is to preserve the peace. 'Even this road' - Habib pointed to the highway we were driving slowly along - 'no one could use this road during the insurgency. It wasn't safe.' During the flood, the CJTF had helped move families into camps and distribute supplies. One clue to the safety of the city was the presence of bicycles, Habib told me. Insurgents used motorbikes to move between towns and villages and to conduct raids, while everyone else used cars when they had to travel any distance. Now that life is safer again, people can ride bicycles and you never hear the revving of a motorbike.
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