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South London Modern
  Owen Hatherley mentions that James Callaghan commissioned a modernist house in Blackheath, South-East London, an environment of 'middle-class radical idealism', where he had progressive architects,  pop stars and TV personalities for neighbours (LRB, 23 October). Even so, Hatherley's suggestion that Callaghan shared Anthony Crosland's 'progressive,  pro-modernist' principles is unexpected. We associate modernity with Harold Wilson's 'scientific and technical revolution', but Crosland's earlier variation was more expansive. In The Future of  Socialism (1956) he demanded 'open-air cafes', 'better-designed street lamps and telephone kiosks', the abolition of 'socially imposed restrictions on the individual's private life and  liberty'. In Roy Jenkins's words, the idea was to create a 'climate of opinion which is favourable to gaiety, tolerance and beauty'. This programme gave way in some respects to a more technocratic  vision after 1964, but survived in the continuation of efforts to legislate in the fields of social reproduction and moral regulation begun under the previous government: abolition of the death  penalty, reform of laws governing censorship, homosexuality, abortion and divorce etc.
  This cycle of legislation is often seen as having ended with Callaghan's tenure as home secretary. In fact he had broadly supported these reforms, had always been opposed to capital punishment and  was strongly critical of the persecution of homosexuals. But with the publication of the Wootton Report in 1969, which recommended a reduction in the maximum penalty for the possession and sale of  cannabis, Callaghan reached the limits of his tolerance. Rejecting the proposal, he told the House of Commons he intended to 'call a halt to the advancing tide of permissiveness'.
  The Wootton Committee had convened in response to a letter published in the Times in 1967 calling for reform of the law pertaining to cannabis, signed by the Beatles and prominent members  of the liberal establishment, the social group who had been Callaghan's neighbours. The usual interpretation of his position on this issue is that it was unsurprising given his respectable  working-class and Nonconformist background, but before the deepening economic and political crisis of the 1960s a decisive split between progressive and 'traditional' class fractions had not yet  taken place. Perhaps Callaghan's presence in Blackheath in the late 1950s and early 1960s is a small sign of this.


Chris Goldie

				Sheffield
			


Good as New
  John Dilworth, a distinguished luthier and frequent contributor to the Strad, the leading journal of string instruments, makes two points in response to my review of Kate Kennedy's book  about the cello (Letters, 23 October). The first is that one of England's great violin shops, W.E. Hill & Son, was founded not in 1762 as I wrote but in 1880.  As a matter of business history, he is right. The company officially ceased operating in 1992, but one might say it was founded all over again in 2017 when its great rival J & A Beare bought  its name and, more important, its priceless archive. The firm's crest, as displayed on its website, bears the words 'Since 1762'.
  Second, Dilworth says my suggestion that 'copies of Stradivari's work came into being "largely due" to the French luthier Jean-Baptiste Vuillaume, who "created the modern Stradivarius standard  model"' is mistaken, in that copies of his instruments had been made since 1717. Again he is right, but I may have not made my point clear. Stradivari's instruments were highly regarded in the 18th  century and were used as models by other luthiers. So were the instruments of some other masters. My question was when Stradivari's instruments ceased being contemporary and came instead to  represent the best of the old with which new copies could be compared. Put another way, when did the 'listening tests' to compare instruments, as discussed by Kennedy, begin? I have no stake in the  outcome of these tests, but they started with Vuillaume, who copied Stradivari on a new scale: three thousand supposedly exact copies of what became the 'modern instrument', against which the best  among the old ones - the originals - could be compared. In his often reprinted 1836 book, The Violin: Some Account of That Leading Instrument, the English historian of the violin George  Dubourg wrote about what happened in the decade before:
    Then the long-studied and well-digested acoustic theories of the man of science [the acoustician Felix Savart] being brought into operation, and tested in experience, by the skilful man of art ...    a brighter result was obtained - so much brighter indeed, that there seems little reasonable doubt of its being possible henceforth to produce any required number of instruments, equal in    primitive merit to those of the great Italian Constructors, and only awaiting the indispensable accession of time, for the consummation of their value.  

  A wild exaggeration but ca commence.


Thomas Laqueur

				University of California, Berkeley
			


Eyewitnesses
  Patrick Cockburn writes about the foreign correspondent Norman Ebbutt (LRB, 9 October). One of the other foreign correspondents in Germany in 1933 was  the Spanish journalist Manuel Chaves Nogales. The brief given to him by the newspaper Ahora was to report on 'what it's like to live in fascist countries'. In a series of dispatches  published in May 1933 he described the growing militarisation of German politics and society, the increasing pace of the absorption of German youth into the Nazi project, the 'attraction' of Nazi  ideology for German women, the role of the Versailles Treaty in legitimising German land grabs, the elimination of Jews from German society (and intimations of what were to become the death camps),  and daily life on the streets of Berlin. He warned of war 'within three years'.
  Chaves Nogales's articles, collected and published as Bajo el signo de la esvastica ('Under the Sign of the Swastika') in 2012, end with an interview he conducted with Joseph Goebbels,  recently appointed as Reich minister for propaganda. Did Goebbels think national socialism would find an echo in other countries? 'National socialism is not for export,' he replied, 'but I am  convinced that the spiritual transformation of Europe as expressed by fascism, Kemalism and national socialism will be complete within one or two decades. Each people needs to find new forms of  expressing that spirit from within its own national characteristics. But there's no doubt that the peoples who mobilise, now, the irresistible impulse of nationalist sentiment will have a head  start on those who don't.'
  The articles show how easy it is to sleepwalk into disaster or, perhaps worse, to try to buy off populist nationalists by aping their politics.


Andrew Dobson

				Valencia
			


What would your mother say?
Peter Walker recalls his experiences as a pupil of Sister Mary Gertrude Joyce at Loreto College in Christchurch (LRB, 23 October). I was there at the same time: I don't remember the art exam, but I do remember the music lessons, with edge-of-ruler attention to knuckles correcting inattention at the piano. Although still a primary pupil, I was a pallbearer at Joyce's funeral, and one of those tasked with stirring the fire afterwards as a significant pile of letters and papers from her brother James were burned.


Gerry Gilmore

				Cambridge
			


Why Mass Extinctions Happen
  Lorraine Daston writes that mass extinction events seem to occur about once every 26 million years, but doesn't give any reason for this apparent regularity (LRB, 23 October). One theory is that this is the interval between instances of the solar system, rotating around the centre of our galaxy, passing through one of  the galactic spiral arms, where the greater density of matter causes gravitational perturbations in the orbits of comets and other bodies. This results in a greater impact rate on the Earth (and  the other planets), thus increasing the chance of extinction events.


Nick Wray

				Coldingham, Borders
			


Seeing Things
  As John Lahr shows, there is much to be learned about human perception through the filmmaker's lens (LRB, 23 October). Explaining perceptual phenomena  using a single 'neurological key' can, however, be fraught, and Lahr's account of motion-picture perception - the way we perceive fluid motion when presented with a rapid succession of still frames  - conflates two disparate visual mechanisms. The experience of cinematic motion depends on the visual system's capacity to perceive continuity by recognising similarities of contour across  successive frames. This neural elision is remarkable, as demonstrated when we look at a single cinema frame, replete with blur and a bizarrely interrupted pose or expression. But it is not, as Lahr  has it, a result of saccades, which render the visual system functionally blind for an instant by suppressing neural information in the short time the eye takes to move from one position to  another.
  The viewer's ability to integrate a series of continually varying scenes and objects is a quite different perceptual competence, no less remarkable and no less crucial to cinematic experience.  Understanding narrative across discontinuous juxtaposition was not a foregone conclusion in the early days of cinema, and the introduction of the editor's 'cut' was a monumental advance.  Comprehending the transitions between completely different scenes, locations and times involves multiple cognitive capabilities, and here saccades may well have a role.


Jeremy Beer

				San Antonio, Texas
			


Having None of It
  Andy Beckett's piece on the sainted Tony Benn omits his biggest political achievement: splitting the Labour Party and paving the way for eighteen years of Tory rule (LRB, 25 September).
  I read Benn's Arguments for Socialism (1979) and Arguments for Democracy (1981) when they came out and found them compelling, if a bit simplistic. So when, before the 1983  election, Benn spoke at David Butler's graduate seminar at Nuffield College, Oxford, known as a confidential forum where visiting speakers could discuss their ideas without fear of press coverage,  I gatecrashed. After Benn had rehearsed his main arguments, participants began asking questions. Benn did not engage, but simply reasserted his positions, as if on a public platform. Some of his  responses were witty, but there was no sense that he wanted or was able to engage in serious debate. I had a similar sense in my few encounters with him over the next twenty years. Like Nigel  Farage today, he was a great communicator, but a shallow thinker.
  Beckett concedes that 'Benn didn't see himself as much of a writer or thinker' and that he lacked 'intellectual self-confidence'. But that didn't stop him banging out the same arguments for the  rest of his career, notably that there is no significant difference between a reformist Labour government and a right-wing Conservative government. So why vote? Michael Foot, who was responsible  for a swathe of influential legislation on workers' rights in the 1974 governments, was right to dismiss this Benn-foolery.


Shaun Spiers

				Rochester, Kent
			


Unknowns
  Alice Spawls, writing about the anonymous portrait of Nicholas Lanier exhibited at Frieze 2025, observes that the inset picture of Hendrick van Steenwyck's Liberation of St Peter in the  top right-hand corner 'looks like a stage set' (LRB, 6 November). Her suggestion is spot on, as a version of this picture in the Royal Collection,  presumably added by Charles I, was adapted for a scenic drawing by Inigo Jones for a play so far unidentified.


John Peacock

				Southampton
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No Illusions
John Kerrigan

7607 wordsGrowing up  in Liverpool we knew about mass violence. The Blitz had left bombsites that were thickest around the docks. The cenotaph in front of St George's Hall told us what had happened to the men who enlisted there. Surrounded by Murphys and Rooneys you could hardly forget the Great Famine that pushed waves of Irish immigrants into Liverpool cellars and court housing. Before the Second World War, thirty thousand people still lived in such conditions, enduring the slow violence of poverty. Slum clearance during my childhood made a difference, but to walk into the centre of the city was to pass through terraced streets in which the old patterns were still to be seen.
There was a deeper substrate of violence. Between St George's Hall and the waterfront is a commercial district that, in the postwar decades, stood high and mighty on the profits of maritime trade. At its heart lies the neoclassical town hall completed in 1754, better known as the Exchange because of the business that was done in and around it. A frieze along its east wall depicts an African and a Native American woman with an elephant, a camel and other animals, signalling the importance of West Africa and the New World to the city's prosperity. According to Eric Williams, the historian and first prime minister of Trinidad and Tobago, who investigated the city eighty years ago in Capitalism and Slavery, Liverpool went from having a single slave ship in 1709 to more than a hundred six decades later. By 1795 it controlled almost half of the European slave trade. Ships left the port carrying guns, brandy and textiles that were exchanged on the Guinea coast for gold, ivory, pepper and people. About 1.5 million Africans were carried across the Atlantic in Liverpool ships and more than 200,000 of them died on the voyage.
Of all the violent phases in the history of the city, the slave trade was the most vicious, yet it was barely acknowledged until recently. A Transatlantic Slavery Gallery opened in the basement of the Maritime Museum in 1994. Before then, if you were looking for a memorial to the atrocities figured on the town hall, you might have turned to the nearby Nelson monument. Erected in 1813, this group of bronze statues shows the dying hero swathed in flags while Death extends its bony fingers towards his heart and Victory hovers above, dropping crowns onto his sword. Around the base crouch four chained figures representing the major battles Nelson won against the French: Cape St Vincent, the Nile, Copenhagen and Trafalgar. The figures do not look like Africans, but they are black, they are manacled and I was not the only child in Liverpool who took them to be slaves.
This mistake was actually an insight, because the monument registers the bad conscience of the city and of Nelson himself. As Williams pointed out, Nelson married into a Caribbean planter family and declared, in a letter written in 1805, two years before Parliament voted to abolish the slave trade, that he was a 'friend of our present colonial system'. 'I was bred,' he went on,
in the good old school, and taught to appreciate the value of our West Indian possessions, and neither in the field nor the Senate shall their just rights be infringed, while I have an arm to fight in their defence, or a tongue to launch my voice against the damnable cruel doctrine of Wilberforce and his hypocritical allies.

This would have been music to the ears of the West India Association, a Liverpool-based group of plantation owners and merchants who contributed to the building of the monument.
Some extenuation is possible. Nelson was writing to a planter, assuring him of support in the face of French threats in the Caribbean, and the phrase 'just rights' qualifies the encouragement it offers. Nelson would not condone, for example, as some naval officers did, illegal trade between the sugar islands and the United States to the detriment of the colonial system. When he calls abolitionism cruel, he is remembering the massacre of both settlers and slaves on Saint-Domingue (Haiti), which was widely believed to show what emancipation would bring, and this is the reason he adds that the hypocrites who oppose slavery while enjoying the fruits of empire would 'cause the murder of all our friends and fellow subjects in the colonies'. In the end, though, Nelson doubles down on his sympathies in a way that is more emphatic because he half-apologises for what he says: 'I did not intend to have gone so far but the sentiments are full in my breast and the pen would write them.' It is hard to read this as other than supportive of slavery - if not in principle then as an existing institution - which means that the black figures shackled to his monument can the more aptly be regarded as slaves.
This was certainly the response of Herman Melville, who visited Liverpool in 1839 and wrote about the monument a decade later in his autobiographical novel Redburn: 'I never could look at their swarthy limbs and manacles, without being involuntarily reminded of four African slaves in the marketplace. And my thoughts would revert to Virginia and Carolina.' By this date, the Atlantic slave trade had been abolished in both the US and the British Empire (it persisted much longer in Brazil), but Britain was ahead in emancipation, having voted, in 1833, to abolish slavery in most of its colonies. It was the unevenness of this history that led Melville, still thinking about the monument, to recall 'that the African slave trade once constituted the principal commerce of Liverpool; and that the prosperity of the town was once supposed to have been indissolubly linked to its prosecution'. His own father 'had often spoken to gentlemen visiting our house in New York, of the unhappiness that the discussion of the abolition of this trade had occasioned in Liverpool'. Melville wants the Southern states to overcome their reluctance to free the enslaved and to be reassured by the ongoing prosperity of Liverpool. He highlights not only the continuity of debate across the Atlantic but the extent to which Liverpool, usually regarded as a bastion of pro-slavery sentiment, was riven by argument in the run-up to abolition.
The rights and wrongs of this debate were complicated by philanthropy. As Williams noted, with a historian's eye for inconvenient truths, the slave traders of Liverpool were 'among the leading humanitarians of their age'. Bryan Blundell was a supporter of a school for poor children which is still open today, while Thomas Leyland, as mayor, 'was a terror to evil doers'. Leyland also became a partner in a bank jointly run by the Liverpool abolitionist William Roscoe, whom Melville singled out as 'good and great'. Lawyer, art collector, botanist and public benefactor, Roscoe was elected MP for the city, after the usual round of bribery, in 1806, just in time to make himself unpopular by voting for abolition. His banking enterprise with Leyland shows how interwoven members of the elite were, whichever side they took in the slavery argument.
In addition to his other talents, Roscoe was a poet, and his brief epic, The Wrongs of Africa (1787-88), is a pioneering piece of anti-slavery literature. He describes a 'stately vessel' moored off the coast of Benin - a favoured destination of Liverpool merchants - on which two Africans are tricked into slavery when one tries to sell the other. There is kidnapping, too, of the sort that Olaudah Equiano said, in his Interesting Narrative (1789), had swept him into enslavement: 'In the lone path,' Roscoe writes, 'the sable ruffian lurk'd/Watchful to seize and sell for useless toys,/His weaker fellow.' With Liverpool slavers eager to tell him that Africans were willing participants in the trade and would barter men and women for 'shells, and beads, and rings', Roscoe could not succumb to the insipidity of imagining that all Africans were victims. What he stresses, rather, is the way Europeans provoke 'unnatural war' to produce captives ready for enslavement and incite raids on villages so that 'trembling' and 'weeping' people can be 'chain'd in long array' and taken to the coast to be sold.
The most controversial of Williams's claims in Capitalism and Slavery is that 'the "horrors" of the Middle Passage have been exaggerated.' By this he meant that the voyage across the Atlantic for white indentured servants was almost as brutal as it was for Africans; racial difference was not decisive. He quotes a 'Lady of Quality' who sailed with bonded servants from Scotland to the West Indies. 'It is hardly possible,' she wrote, 'to believe that human nature could be so depraved, as to treat fellow creatures in such a manner for so little gain.' Up to a point, Williams is right: the Atlantic was a ghastly place for many people - for the white children snatched off the streets, the press-ganged sailors whipped by the cat-o'-nine-tails, those transported for petty crimes or forced out by the Highland Clearances, the tattered, half-starved Irish who went to America in 'coffin ships'. But Roscoe, who was aware of the varieties of human misery loaded into Liverpool vessels, takes care to focus on the abuses that made the Middle Passage particularly grim.
Adopting the syntax of Milton and James Thomson, language associated at this date with ideas of liberty, he entangles the reader with the 'groans, and loud laments' heard on slave ships and reports that
                                            female shrieks,
At intervals, in dreadful concert heard,
To wild distraction manly sorrow turn'd;
And ineffectual, o'er their heedless limbs,
Was wav'd the wiry whip, that dropp'd with blood.

The menacing and rape of African women by sailors would have been licentiously discussed in Liverpool long before their plight became part of the discourse of abolition. Talk around the port would equally have backed up Roscoe's acknowledgment that 'the wiry whip' does not long curb the rebelliousness it sharpens. Slavers knew that pent-up rage could explode, prompting captives to rush 'upon th' unsparing steel' of the seamen, before being shot down by volleys of gunfire from behind the barrier erected in anticipation of such showdowns.
After passages laced with romance, Roscoe returns to the wretched routines of the slave ship, explaining that survivors of a massacre are allowed to exercise in small groups, chained together, on deck. Nothing but passivity, it seems, is expected from those who 'sit/Close rang'd, and link'd', but they suddenly rush to the prow and 'headlong plunge/Amidst the ocean'. Suicidal leaps, driven by despair or defiance, were commonplace. Since such actions endangered the profitability of the trade, sailors were alert to them: Equiano remembers that he 'would have jumped over the side' had he not been thwarted by netting. 'One day,' he later tells us, 'two of my wearied countrymen who were chained together ... somehow made through the nettings and jumped into the sea: immediately another quite dejected fellow, who, on account of his illness, was suffered to be out of irons, also followed their example.' He was hauled out of the water and flogged. The leaping slaves in Roscoe 'raise/Their arms' in a magnificent gesture, 'abhorrent of the chains they bear;/And sink indignant midst the rolling waves'.
So Melville was correct. There was anti-slavery sentiment in Liverpool. But there were more Leylands than Roscoes, and not just because, as David Eltis reminds us in his deeply researched new book, slavery was accepted across most of the early modern world. No one wanted to be a slave, except when the alternative was being executed after a battle, or made a human sacrifice, but the institution was taken for granted until the growth of abolitionism in the later 18th century. Liverpool could hardly be an exception when the slave trade was so embedded in its economy. Skills such as ship-fitting and rope-making supported families. By 1790, one in eight Liverpool households were dependent on the trade. As one witness wrote in 1795, 'almost every man in Liverpool is a merchant, and he who cannot send a bale [of goods to Africa, to be bartered for slaves] will send a bandbox ... almost every order of people is interested in a Guinea cargo.'
The urban myths of my childhood spoke of Africans held in cellars or chained to big iron rings near the docks before being shipped to the Caribbean. One location often mentioned was the Goree Piazza near the Pier Head, which was partly destroyed during the Blitz and demolished in the late 1940s. The association made sense given that it was named after an island off Senegal that was a transit point for slaves, but evidence that Africans were held at the piazza has not yet been found. Beyond the legends, however, there are facts. Slave auctions were held in the city, the largest involving the sale of eleven people at the Exchange Coffee House in 1766. Among those baptised in St James's Church in the 1790s were 'James Thomas, a negro ... with the consent and approbation of his master' and 'Samuel Baron, son of the African King, Oaramby, alias Johnson'. Two sides of the African presence are revealed here. First, there was a subculture of slave ownership by white masters, although this was illegal under the common law. Newspapers often printed 'for sale' or 'wanted' advertisements, or asked for runaway slaves to be returned. Second, there were well-connected Africans and their sons living openly in the city. By the end of the century, dozens of African children were being educated in Liverpool every year.
Many people  want to believe that slavery was imposed on West Africa by European colonialism, but historians describe a situation that is more complex and compatible with what we know of Liverpool's involvement. When Equiano writes of his childhood in Benin, 'My father, besides many slaves, had a numerous family,' the casual reference to enslavement is as revealing as the plurality of 'many'. Slavery was widespread in West Africa before European traders arrived, partly because traditional restrictions on land ownership meant that acquiring slaves was an obvious way to accumulate capital and prestige. Some slaves were integrated into households or put to work in conditions no worse than those of serfs in Europe. They could acquire property and free themselves. Others were sent down mines, or into battle, and had no more control over their lives than the chattel slaves bought by the English and worked to death on West Indian plantations.
In the early years of contact, as Ana Lucia Araujo notes in her informative, Iberian-angled book, the Portuguese sought a foothold on the West African coast while seizing slaves, but then access to the trade rather than possession of territory became the priority. By the 18th century, Europeans were bartering in a market in which Africans sold other Africans along with copper bracelets and spices. Slaves had for centuries been marched across the Sahara into the Islamic world, and when Liverpool traders set themselves up in Bonny and Calabar on the Niger delta they were able to draw on a network of Aro traders who brought captives down to the coast. Those who follow Williams in regarding the slave trade as the engine of capitalist modernity remind us that it depended on credit, between manufacturers in Lancashire who provided textiles and metal goods for trading and the slavers who took these to Africa, and then between the slavers and those who bought people from them in the Caribbean and North America. This does explain the centrality of banking and insurance to the slaving enterprises of Liverpool (and Bristol and London), but the trade was equally based on credit in Africa between European slavers and local merchants. In the polyglot, intermarrying, mixed towns along the coast, trust was built through hospitality and neighbourliness.
In these places, European slavers could not impose their will economically or militarily but had to adapt to West African social structures and customs. In Bonny, for example, power was held by an elective but absolute ruler who regulated exchange and credit transfers and guaranteed debts between native and foreign traders. In Old Calabar, human 'pawns' - free people - could be confiscated and sold if slaves or other purchased goods were not delivered. This was a development of African methods of debt management that were increasingly abused, with 'pawns' being sold for minor infractions of debt conditions or panyarred (i.e. kidnapped) in dubious circumstances.
The Guyanese historian and activist Walter Rodney, in some respects the successor to Williams, not only refused to accept that slavery existed as a mode of production before the arrival of the Portuguese, but made the influential argument in the 1970s that 'the African ruling class' but not their subjects profited from the slave trade. Captives were exchanged for beads, mirrors and other pacotilles, contributing to the underdevelopment of Africa, while the trade boosted European wealth. As Eltis explains, later research hasn't backed up this argument. In West Africa, as in Liverpool, many of those active in the trade were small-time participants, and although 'useless toys', as Roscoe puts it, were bartered, because they had value in the West African gift economy or could be traded inland, African merchants knew the worth of what they were acquiring: they looked for high quality European products, complained when they were cheated and imposed sanctions accordingly. They were operating in a well-provided economy that was, until the industrial revolution, as technologically advanced as that of Europe. Goods acquired through the slave trade supplemented African production rather than disabling it.
Guns were an exception, and Liverpool ships supplied them. It was a common saying, as Williams notes, that 'the price of a Negro was one Birmingham gun,' but how far, and how deliberately, this cycle enlarged the supply of captive Africans is unclear. As early as 1705 a Dutch observer said that 'the Gold Coast has changed into a complete Slave Coast' because 'the natives no longer occupy themselves with the search for gold, but rather make war on each other to furnish slaves.' We know that parts of this pattern existed beyond the middle of the 19th century because of the testimony given by one of the last Africans to be carried across the Atlantic (illegally) to the US. Cudjo Lewis, interviewed by Zora Neale Hurston in the 1920s, described his village in Benin being attacked by women soldiers who seized slaves for the king of Dahomey to sell to merchants in the Brazilian trade. 'When a trader wants slaves,' Equiano wrote, 'he applies to a chief for them, and tempts him with his wares.'
Because slaves were a measure of wealth, the taking of captives in battle, or the extortion of them as the price for not attacking, was a routine war aim, and selling them on to Europeans a lucrative spin-off. The expansion of the Asante kingdom in what is now Ghana, which increased the supply of slaves to Liverpool traders through Accra after 1742, was driven by dynamics independent of the trade itself. The Asante king Osei Bonsu, who fought the Fante Confederacy, which held land along the coast, in the early 1800s, told a visitor: 'I cannot make war to catch slaves in the bush like a thief. My ancestors never did so.' He fought for land, but when he was victorious, he said, he acquired the enemy's gold and slaves, and added that 'the people are mine too,' to be taken into slavery. It has been estimated that, by the later 18th century, when Roscoe was writing The Wrongs of Africa, the Asante were selling between five and eight thousand captives every year into the Atlantic slave trade.
Williams  is excoriating in Capitalism and Slavery about the profits that flowed to Britain after 1807. He shows that the liberal ideology that informed the secular wing of abolitionism led not just to a belief in the economic superiority of free labour over slave labour (since the former incentivised workers) but to support for trading on the open market for goods produced by the enslaved, such as Brazilian sugar and cotton from the Southern states. It blots the reputation of such liberals as Henry Brougham and Macaulay that they argued for a free trade that effectively maintained slavery, even though it was bound to be harder to abolish slavery globally than to repurpose Liverpool's slave ships when market forces made the processing of slave-grown materials lucrative.
Palm oil is a case in point. Widely produced in West Africa, it was used before abolition to feed captives on the slave ships. Boiled up with flour, water and pepper, it could be ladled out as slabber-sauce. After 1807, its versatility as an ingredient in food, fuel and soap made it a welcome contributor to a coastal economy that was increasingly prevented from exporting slaves. Yet the 'red gold' was still caught up in slavery, because it was grown on West African plantations by African-owned slaves (its production and export depend to this day on forced and destitute labour). Liverpool retained its dominance in the processing of palm oil until after the Second World War. Both my grandfathers, unloading it on the docks along with other West African products such as timber, cocoa and rubber, were engaged in a tainted trade that went back to the slave ships.
That between twenty and forty million people still live in conditions of slavery in Africa and beyond makes it meaningless to ask when Liverpool broke free from the profits of enslavement. However, the anti-abolition riots of 1775 were probably the high point of pro-slavery sentiment in the city. The ringleaders were given a taste of what they supported when they were chained in the holds of ships and transported to the Americas. A similar turning-point came with the Toxteth Riots of 1981, when black residents of the inner-city district led nine days of violence against the police. The community had existed in Liverpool since at least the Victorian period, when many black sailors worked out of the port. Some families claim descent from the enslaved Africans who were in Liverpool in the late 18th century. The riots were triggered by heavy-handed policing but driven by unemployment and poor educational provision. What was new was a sharpened awareness of the way such racialised disadvantage had come down from the time of the slave trade. There was solidarity with Brixton, Handsworth and other insurgent black neighbourhoods, and a growth of Pan-African and Rastafarian consciousness.
The effects can be felt in the work of Levi Tafari, a griot or poet-agitator of Jamaican parentage born and brought up in Liverpool. The title poem of his collection Liverpool Experience, released on vinyl by Zulu Records in 1984, declares:
Come mek I
tell yuh a little
of its history
the main event
it was slavery
them did keep
we inna captivity
to build up their society

Thinking about the stories told by Roscoe, but from a Black British perspective, Tafari adds, in 'Who Was Prosecuted':
This land that
I live in
is rigged with rapist
Murders
Muggers and thieves,
that went to Africa.
Raped I great grand mother.
Stole away I forefather,
also gold and silver
tek them
away younder
far across the boarder
to distroy their culture.

Tafari's focus on cultural theft was a sign of changing times. After the riots, people looked for the legacy of slavery in institutions and the arts. African gold and silver, clearly valuable, was displayed in museums, but why not homespun textiles or portraits by black artists? In Liverpool this led to gradual changes at the Walker Art Gallery, whose collection includes about three dozen Renaissance paintings once owned by Roscoe. The International Slavery Museum, which opened in 2007, lent the gallery Lost Soul VI by Zak Ove, a carnival-costumed black child from his Moko Jumbie series. Conversations, an exhibition shown last winter, highlighted work by black women artists. Equally significant was the acquisition of Stitching Souls, a throng of 132 brightly coloured, fabric-covered heads on stalks created by the British-Trinidadian artist Karen McLean with the help of amateur seamstresses. These mannequins, overlooked by replica portraits of the Liverpool slave traders George Case and John Gladstone (father of the prime minister), as well as by empty gilded frames signifying their moral vacuity, commemorate the Zong Massacre of 1781.
When the installation was first displayed, the circumstances of this atrocity were set out on a panel:
The slaving vessel Zong was financed by a group of Liverpool businessmen. The ship made navigational errors during its voyage from the west coast of Africa to Black River, Jamaica. The crew claimed to be running low on water supplies and threw 133 enslaved African people overboard to reduce demand. Of those, 54 are thought to have been women and children. One person is believed to have survived. Enslaved people were routinely insured at sea as 'cargo' and treated as non-human objects. Liverpool merchants attempted to claim compensation for their loss of 'cargo'. In the case of the Zong, the definition was used to legally justify the murder of 132 enslaved African people.

This captures the essentials of the story recounted by abolitionists from Equiano to Wilberforce, but is influenced by the British-Guyanese writer Fred D'Aguiar's novel Feeding the Ghosts (1997). He looks at the massacre partly from the point of view of the slave who may have survived being thrown overboard: in the novel, a young woman clambers back onto the ship and haunts the remainder of the voyage. In McLean's installation, this figure, Mintah, walking behind three spirit guides whose heads are swathed in cloth dyed with African earth, leads the disembodied slaves back to their homeland.
McLean said in a video played at the gallery that she 'mummified' the heads of the slaves with cotton and padded them with quilting: there was a trade in slave-grown cotton between Liverpool and the American South before and during the civil war and quilting is a creative, sociable practice in African American tradition. 'A lot of care has been taken,' she said, 'and the suturing, the stitching, it's ... a reparative act.' The name of the Zong before it was seized from Dutch slavers as a war prize off the coast of West Africa was Zorg, which means 'care' - not only as in 'being careful, taking pains' but as 'tribulation, fear'. When the name Zorg was painted over or mistranscribed, the conflicting senses of the word were obscured but not expunged. In Stitching Souls, the care taken in the sewing aims to ease the care felt by the slaves.
McLean gave her installation the subtitle 'Threads of Silence' because 'this story was not ever told in Liverpool' and 'it needed to be told.' The Zong was largely forgotten in many places after abolition, but it has been coming back into view. Much of the credit for this lies with James Walvin, whose step-changing study of the slave trade, Black Ivory (1992), includes a searching account of the atrocity, which he developed in The Zong (2011). The Zorg by Siddharth Kara, a scholar of modern slavery and sex trafficking, is a worthwhile successor, but for all its documentary resourcefulness it too often blurs fact into faction. More profound has been the impact of m. nourbeSe philip's long poem Zong!, first published in 2008 and now released in a corrected edition with a substantial new preface. philip wrote in the first edition that she learned about the Zong from Black Ivory, but her treatment of the subject is not that of a historian. In the 'Notanda' that ends both editions, she also tells us that she read, early in the creative process, a novel that we can deduce was D'Aguiar's. But while McLean was inspired by Feeding the Ghosts, philip gave up reading it because she came to feel that 'a novel requires too much telling, and this story must be told by not telling.'
Zong! rejects conventional plotting. As philip explained to an interviewer, 'we can't tell these stories in ... the Western way ... in terms of a beginning, a middle and end.' Instead of a narrative arc, she gives us six sections that move from formality to fragmentation, with micro-stories surfacing in scrambled scraps of text. To tell this 'story that in not telling must tell itself', she redeploys then explodes 'the language of the only publicly extant document directly bearing on these events'. Everything at the start of the book is taken from the words of a legal report produced by the Court of the King's Bench concerning the appeal of the insurers of the Zong against a judgment that George Case and other Liverpool investors should be compensated for the Africans thrown overboard. philip calls Gregson v. Gilbert, which she reprints as an appendix, both a 'word store' and a 'tombstone', and her writing is correspondingly torn between plenitude and opacity. English cascades into French, Latin, Shona and Twi (among other tongues), and eventually into grunts and howls. Not just reading for the plot but reading of any sort is frustrated when the final chapter presents a spectral, palimpsestic text, inspired by a malfunctioning computer printer.
Zong! is a long cry of loss but also a reconnection with the ancestors. philip quotes as an epigraph St Augustine's 'The past is ever present,' and she is so aware of the legacy of slavery that she has spoken, in an interview, of her own 'chattel status'. Born in 1947 as a child of the British Empire, philip spent her earliest years in Tobago. This island is part of the Zong story, because it was, according to Gregson v. Gilbert, a place where the ship could have picked up water, and avoided murdering the enslaved Africans, had its inexperienced captain, Luke Collingwood, not sailed straight past. At eight, philip moved to Trinidad, where she was at school during independence and Williams's premiership. She thus belongs to a transitional, postcolonial generation that was animated by the history of slavery, and her awareness of 'African roots and continuities' was heightened by the racism she encountered in Canada, where she went in 1968 to study law and politics. In Zong! she draws on her experience as a lawyer as well as her exactitude as a poet to bring back the ancestors.
The first section is called 'Os' to conjure up the bones of the Africans thrown off the slave ship. Its structured yet disruptive analytical layout exposes the necropolitics that put them on the ocean bed. In 'Zong! #2', a column of text reads 'the loss/ ... /the that fact/the it was/the were' and ends 'the after rains', but this is broken into by a chilling phrase to the left, 'the order in destroy', and then, further to the left (and literally marginalised), the article-less, undifferentiated 'negroes'. When philip wrote to Walvin, asking how she could find out the names of those flung overboard, he explained that when Africans were sold they were stripped of their names. This was confirmed when she was sent a copy of a sales book compiled by one of the agents in Jamaica who did business with the Liverpool dealers who used the Zong. Africans are reduced in this catalogue to 'negroe man' and 'negroe woman', to 'ditto man' and 'Negroe girl (meagre)'. At the foot of every page in 'Os', under a horizontal line that represents the surface of the Atlantic, philip adds a list of names. 'Zong! #2' has: 'Wafor Yao Siyolo Bolade Kibibi Kamau'.
Though not in the documentary record, these names are not invented; they are real names given to the drowned, which is a different matter. They bring the ancestors into view, and begin to tell their story. Yet untelling remains the means. The lists disappear from the next section ('Dicta'), though the horizontal line remains to remind us of their absence. At the end of 'Ferrum', much later, African names are listed in the mock 18th-century handwriting that increasingly figures in Zong!, as though they are written into a book that replaces the sales book. This is consistent with Zong! itself being attributed on its title page not to Marlene Philip (the name under which the author first published), or to M. NourbeSe Philip, the name she adopted, or even to the lower-case m. nourbeSe philip, the name she assumes in the new edition, the better to renounce her ego. Instead, Zong! is credited to an imputed ancestor with West African names in capitals: 'As told to the author by Setaey Adamu Boateng'.
As  Zong! took shape, philip flew to Ghana to ask the Ewe people for 'permission' to write about their forebears who had been thrown overboard. She also went to Liverpool, 'home of the Gregsons, Gilberts and, not to mention, the good Captain Luke Collingwood'. For half a page, Zong! becomes a book about the city, as philip describes going to the waterfront and pouring 'a libation of spirits for the lost souls on board the Zong' - not just the Africans but the white sailors who sickened and died and who murdered their own souls by raping and killing. In a rare moment of comedy, she says that on the way back from this ceremony she lost her footing on the 'mossy and slippery' harbour front and fell 'flat on my ass. I am embarrassed, wondering if anyone has seen me fall and whether the fall means ... pleasure or displeasure on the part of the Ancestors.'
philip says that the Zong 'set sail from that very port' and writes of its 'return to Liverpool' although the history books are clear that it sailed to Jamaica from West Africa after it was seized off that coast from the Dutch. Consciously or not, she wants its voyage to connect all three corners of what, in her new preface, she calls 'the Triangular Trade, more commonly known as the transatlantic trade in African slaves'. This is vital to her poetics because, throughout the central chapters of Zong!, letter or word clusters are arranged in triangular groups. By countering the triangular trade with its own resilient structure the book acquires the 'formal strength and rigour', philip said in 2022, 'to meet the ferocity of the cataclysm' that transported millions of Africans.
The triangles also enable breath. In a 1791 treatise, the former slave Ottobah Cugoano tells us that Africans on the Zong 'were tied two and two together when they were thrown into the sea, lest some of them might swim a little for the last gasp of air, and, with the animation of their approaching exit, breathe their souls away to the gracious Father of spirits'. philip does not cite this passage, but it shows the intuitive reach of her understanding of the massacre that, by her own account, her triangular structures create breathing spaces for the victims. The section called 'Ventus' (wind) gaspingly starts 'sh h', with 'not so' hanging over 'loud did nt the' to the left and 'bell ring oh' to the right. As she elucidates in her new preface, 'in abutting lines each letter, word, phrase or fragment thereof positions itself so that it breathes into the space above ... thus forming a triangular relationship.' philip fought tooth and nail to protect this patterning when Zong! was translated into Italian, and she has developed her account of it conceptually by insisting that 'the text must breathe and live in the breaths of those who died ... In our reading of the text ... we are carrying out the act of breathing on behalf of those who could not breathe at an earlier time.'
This will seem less extravagant after we take into account that group readings of Zong!, including music and dance-like movement, made philip realise its utterable and audible qualities. 'I came to a better and deeper understanding,' she writes in the new preface, 'of the inherently improvisatory nature of Zong!, its complete (in)completeness, its unfinished (in)finitude riffing in and on the gap in the ga(s)p.' This vatic, indecisive idiom, having it both ways or more, is not unusual in the added material, but does not reduce its value, especially in alerting us to philip's enhanced awareness of the poem's links with African and Caribbean culture. She claims, for example, that the fragmentary nature of Zong! makes it resemble a Yoruba praise song (oriki). Similarly, when she performs the poem, 'or rather when Zong! performs me', she is like an Obeah woman practising Caribbean medicine and magic, a Shouter or Spiritual Baptist, or an Asante Okyeame (a linguist in a royal retinue who enables communication between the ancestors, the king and his people).
As with Black Mountain poetry, another kind of breath-driven modernism, the improvisatory qualities of Zong! cannot rest on a loosely organised script but require precision in layout. The first edition, co-published by Mercury Press in Toronto and Wesleyan University Press, was respectful of philip's need for gaps, but this has become yet more crucial: 'I have come to understand that the most important activity happening on the page in Zong! is happening in the space, the white space between - between word and syllable, word and word, word and phrase ... between the ga(s)p, and the gap it embraces.' The Silver Press edition is not just meticulous in spacing, it has corrected a number of typos. That is creatively significant because philip's fragmentation of text is always alert to the way the smallest word changes can create large shifts in meaning and the same group of letters can speak differently in other languages. In her Notanda, she cites 'ague and ague - the first English, the second Yoruba. The former meaning bodily shaking in illness, the latter, to fast. Take a letter away and a new word in a different language is born. Add a letter and the word loses meaning.' Put another way: for 'Zorg' read 'Zong'. This literal, which is explicated in the first footnote of the Notanda, underwrites all the slippages that are expressive in the text: from 'Zong!' to 'Song!' and from both to 'sang' (blood), much as 'gore' is found in 'Goree' - 'fish sup/on the g/ore in gore e.' As philip has said in more than one recent interview, echoing McLean on needlework, writing requires care: 'Caring for the lowly comma. Caring whether you split this word here.'
Breaking up the signifier is routine in Language poetry, but the splitting of words in Zong! has a different aetiology and edge. Early in the creative process, presumably while drafting 'Os', philip wrote in her journal that grammar is 'a violent and necessary ordering'. She found a painful analogy between making slaves work together and 'having words work together', shackled by grammar: she was interested 'in them not working together - resisting that order and desire or impulse to meaning'. If Zong! was to refuse what Katherine McKittrick calls, in her foreword to the new edition, 'the maximisation of profits by extracting humanity from black people', there had to be a breaking up of English, which was to enslaved Africans, as philip knows, 'a language of commands, orders, punishments'. She decided to ravage it, 'as if I am getting my revenge on "this/fuck-mother motherfuckin language" of the coloniser'. Saidiya Hartman writes in her introduction that 'Zong! mutilates language and murders the imposed tongue. It revels in the tumult of words and perpetrates a joyous destruction.'
Yet English remains an integument. Towards the end of 'Ferrum', an African man, Wale, asks one of the brutal sailors to write a letter to his wife, Sade, who has been separated from him on the ship: 'me i s/ay you writ e on pap er i wri/te de ar sade you b/e my queen e ver me i mi ss you.' Wale then eats the letter and jumps overboard. This bizarre event springs from the statement in Gregson v. Gilbert that, before the massacre, forty Africans 'threw themselves into the sea and were drowned'. Whether they did this out of 'thirst and frenzy', as the report says, or in an act of suicidal defiance of the sort described by Roscoe and Equiano, we shall never know, though since it was easier to claim insurance against killings that suppressed a rebellion than deaths associated with poor water management, it is likely that, if the King's Bench case had come to a second hearing, Gregson and his associates would have cited the suicide of men like Wale as insurrection. This is not quite the end of 'Ferrum', however, because after Wale jumps the white sailor also throws himself over the side, out of guilt and to create, as philip describes it, 'an opening to some possibility of a more just kind of existence'.
The double denouement is powerful, but just as striking, given philip's hostility, is Wale's use of English. Why does he not call Sade his queen in one of the African languages that flit and morph through 'Ferrum'? philip has said she was devastated when she read the abolitionist Granville Sharp asking how many of the Africans on the Zong 'would have even understood the language being spoken to them, when they were being told to jump overboard'. Mutual incomprehensibility was a feature of the North Atlantic trade, though it was less common on voyages to Brazil, where many of the crew were African.
Wale's grasp of English is surprising, but it might be symptomatic, yet again, of philip's ability to see beyond the facts available to her. While Zong! was being completed, a researcher discovered, and took steps to publish, a witness statement made by the first mate, James Kelsall, who said that
amongst those who were thrown overboard ... there was one Man who spoke English ... and told this Defendant that the Slaves were murmuring on Account of the Fate of those who had been drowned and understanding that it was on Account of the Want of sufficient Water that they begged they might be suffered to live and they would not ask for either Meat or Water but could live without either till they arrived at their destined Port.

This is heartbreaking evidence that at least one of the Africans did have some English, and was able helplessly to interpret between the crew and those in the hold.
Zong! is not a work of scholarship, and it should not be judged for accuracy against the latest research, but it does deal with a much discussed event to which historical responsibility is owed, and the framework of understanding that is set out in the prose parts of the book presents us with assumptions that inform the body of the text. Briefly put, it is grounded in a particular moment of Pan-Africanism. Even its triangular obsession has been overtaken by the evidence, now available on slavevoyages.org, that the North Atlantic trade cannot be taken as paradigmatic because, as Eltis and Araujo stress, so many (probably most) voyages went bilaterally between the Americas and Africa. More important is philip's discounting of African agency in the slave trade, an active involvement that was set out in Walvin's Black Ivory and that is capably explored by Araujo and foregrounded by Eltis. philip's awareness of African participation is evident in her essay collection Blank (2017), where she damns by association Kwame Anthony Appiah's liberal cosmopolitanism by pointing out that 'his hometown, Kumasi, was an important slave-trading area and the Asante, his father's ethnic group, were deeply implicated in this trade.'
In the same book she writes about being pressed to give up her seat on a bus in Morocco to make room for a couple of white girls. philip is wary of Moroccans because she thinks they placed themselves above black Africans in the racial hierarchy promulgated by Europeans and as a result associated themselves with an Arab slave trade that continued long after voyages across the Atlantic ended. She is right about the time span. Kara explains that, at the time of the Zong atrocity, Arabs in the Sahel sold captives to Hausa traders in the markets of Bolgatanga (in what is now north-east Ghana) for marching to the coast in coffles. Though resentment justly persists in West Africa about the cruelty of the European trade and the social dislocation that resulted from it, there can be sharper hostility towards Arabs, whose kidnappings reach almost into living memory. This lies behind those moments in Zong! where we hear about 'de man in de fez' and where the scope of the trade extends far beyond Accra to the northern coast of Africa: 'we ate dates with rose water the man/in the red fez and i to/the east the sun the dunes/& gold/tunis it is.'
When it comes to African agency in the trade, Zong! inclines to denial. We are encouraged, for example, to see Englishmen raiding a village to help stock the ship, when, as Roscoe knew, such attacks were not the practice. We do hear about an oba (a king or ruler) being paid for slaves: 'the oba smiles/he has owo/guineas/cedis too i have/guinea negroes.' According to the word lists at the back of the book, owo means 'money' in Yoruba, while cedis in Twi is a 'unit of currency in Ghana'. So Zong! does show us that people acquired a price-tag when they were sold by Africans, not just when insured by Liverpool traders. Having sold those in his power, this oba 'sobs'. Yet the obas who did nicely out of the slave trade had no illusions about it.
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Poem
Demonstration
Jorie Graham

420 wordsI took off my glasses
& pocketed them.
I took out my eyes
& tossed them up
for the crows to catch
& turn to
notes. I felt
the wind. The one crow
landing on the ranking
branch. Staring
at me. Felt
that. It was all
flowing now. I made
my way to where I was to join
the others. The others
were all already
there. There was
chanting, there were orders, the instructions were
loud. Impatience
made itself at home
in all these distances of shoulders, of
hands. Everyone sang. I cld hear its
shuddering. Impatience, I sd,
stop now while you
can. It's a big flock. We're entering
the network. There's smoke. The air
all around me knows
not to hold anything
for long. Bc it is this unison of
breath, this unison of
mind the big wind is
after. The crows
watch. More & more gather in
the canopy. Where
shall we meet up
afterwards, someone
cried out. Here. Exactly
here, was the answer.
I listen to the day.
I remember the rule of law, the rule
of the two-second advantage,
it sounds like endings,
a vacancy expecting re-
velation, re-
evaluation, expecting
to become a river of selves, of dis-
appearing selves, us all
stepping again now into the self-erasing
crowd, the air
full of receipts, of tips, of signals by which
we are expecting to be
changed. It glides. It carries
me. Ever more alive. I made sure
I never had to see
the horizon
again I think - I did - I did it
voluntarily, I think I did it
voluntarily, it is
so dry this
chant into which we're
disappearing, the killing
continues but now we call it
decay, or is it delay,
did I love myself
too much or too
little, I think I was lied
to, I am not what I
look like
in this growing
crowd, when I think back
to the screen where I was singled out where I was
called,
I didn't look like
me, I had been searching there
for what the
questions are, what
the question
is - is there
a question - the chanting gets louder
as we approach, it sounds just like
answers but what was
the question. I
remember asking those
around me. I think one sd
it's a game, it's a theory, but
just then everything
you've read about
for all these years
began. Right then. As if it were planned. As if we were
expected. It has not ceased since.
If you can hear me there,
if this reaches you,
forgive us,
we did not know who we were.
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Are we doomed?
David Runciman

7461 wordsPeople are living  longer than they used to. They are also having fewer children. The evidence of what this combination can do to a society is growing around the world, but some of the most striking stories come from Japan. For decades the Japanese health ministry has released an annual tally of citizens aged one hundred or over. This year the number of centenarians reached very nearly a hundred thousand. When the survey started in 1963, there were just 153. In 1981 there were a thousand; in 1998 ten thousand. Japan now produces more nappies for incontinent adults than for infants. There is a burgeoning industry for the cleaning and fumigating of apartments in which elderly Japanese citizens have died and been left undiscovered for weeks, months or years. Older people have far fewer younger people to take care of them or even to notice their non-existence. That neglect is a brute function of some simple maths. In 1950, Japan had a Total Fertility Rate (TFR) of 4, which represents the average number of children a woman might expect to have in her lifetime. Continued over five generations, that would mean a ratio of 256 great-great-grandchildren to every sixteen great-great-grandparents - in other words, each hundred-year-old might have sixteen direct descendants competing to look after them. Today Japan's TFR is approaching 1: one child per woman (or one per couple, half a child each). That pattern continued over five generations means that each solitary infant has as many as sixteen great-great-grandparents vying for his or her attention. Within a century the pyramid of human obligation has been turned on its head.
There are two different ways to describe a family tree. You can start with an individual and trace their ancestry through parents and grandparents and beyond to produce a picture of the variety of human beings it takes to make up any one of us. That's genealogy. The other version is to pick someone from an earlier generation - king or commoner - and count their direct descendants. That's heredity. But the choice between the two approaches - one spreading out backwards and one spreading out forwards - is only possible because earlier generations tended to have multiple offspring. Once that ceases to be true, family trees start to look the same from both directions. That has never happened before and it is hard to know what it will mean. But it is going to feel oppressive.
What can make depopulation difficult to fathom is the different timescales on which it operates. In one way, it has come about very quickly. In 1950 Luxembourg was the only country in the world with a TFR of less than 2, which is the magic number above which human populations grow and beneath which they start to shrink (the cut-off is actually closer to 2.1 because of infant mortality and gender imbalances, but the round figure is still a useful marker). A TFR under 2 - even if it's 1.9, Luxembourg's figure in 1950 - is called a 'below-replacement fertility rate'. Today roughly half the countries in the world have a below-replacement TFR, including almost all of the richer nations and some of the poorer ones. In 1950 many countries had a TFR of 6 or higher, including South Korea. Today just about nowhere does. In South Korea the TFR is currently 0.75, which if maintained will result in a rapidly disappearing population. Some parts of Korean society have already begun to embrace this future. The '4B' movement, which emerged on Twitter in the late 2010s, advocates for women to say 'no' four times over: no to dating; no to sex with men; no to marriage; no to childbirth.
Yet this dramatic turnaround has happened in a world in which the overall population is rising and will continue to do so for decades to come. That is because even big shifts in population trends take a long time to make a global difference. If people stop having children today but also live longer then it is only when the older generations die off that the numbers start to fall. Equally, a country's TFR can't go far below 2, which means that as long as people in some places are still having children at more than twice the replacement rate then total populations will continue to rise. In Nigeria the TFR is currently 4.5. That will almost certainly drop, in line with what is happening elsewhere. But in the meantime, Nigeria's population is expected to double over the next few decades while South Korea's halves. Before long there will be half a billion Nigerians and barely 25 million South Koreans, which adds up to a lot more people. As Dean Spears and Michael Geruso write in After the Spike, 'in the short run of one generation or less, the global population is a very big ship, slow to turn.' Much of what will happen is already determined, so that even dramatically declining birth rates in some places will have little overall impact. It is easy to miss the bigger picture and also to feel the futility of trying to change the direction of travel. Spears and Geruso believe that unless people start having more babies soon then we are storing up a world of trouble. But they acknowledge that even if fertility increased dramatically tomorrow the global population would be pretty much the same next year as it is today. And in a few decades there will be many more people in the world, whether we choose to have more children or not. So why bother?
In this mismatch of time frames, the depopulation problem bears a striking resemblance to the other great global challenge of our time: climate change. Many of the effects of climate change are going to play out whatever we do now. Even if we achieved net zero tomorrow the world would still get warmer for decades to come. That can make present-day action feel futile: our best collective efforts seem to have little effect on the direction of the ship. And though the problem is global, its consequences are experienced unequally. Some places suffer while others enjoy the benefits. Just as falling birth rates can be a boon for overpopulated, impoverished places, rising temperatures can be good news in the short term for colder environments. For now, a warming planet means that lives lost to heat deaths are outnumbered by lives saved as elderly people are spared the worst effects of winter. But, as with depopulation, we are getting a glimpse of what may be to come. South Korea serves as a demographic warning to the rest of the world, in the way that, say, the Maldives does for climate change. These are the places where we can see what will happen if and when the waters close over our heads.
Depopulation is at present a problem for affluent societies: in general, the richer a country the fewer children its citizens will have. Whereas a warming world will affect the poorest places on Earth first - including sub-Saharan Africa - those are also likely to be the last locations where populations will stop growing. Canada may soon be ground zero for falling birth rates - its TFR is almost as low as Japan's - but it will probably wait longer than most to experience the worst effects of climate change. In that sense, Canada is sub-Saharan Africa when it comes to depopulation and sub-Saharan Africa is Canada when it comes to climate. But these stories will also interact. In the face of declining populations and growing strains on labour forces, rich countries will become more and more dependent on immigration to maintain numbers. At the same time, as those parts of the world with growing populations become less habitable because of climate change, the impetus to move from South to North will increase. Just one of these factors on its own - either depopulation in the North or climate change in the South - could be enough to drive mass migration. Taken together they make it inevitable. Anyone who thinks the 21st century will not see the biggest global movement of peoples in history has not been paying attention.
No one can know the actual numbers involved. All future projections are guesswork. But something else that links depopulation and climate change stories is the way they both turn on the number 2. That is the figure we have often been told marks the point beyond which climate change becomes truly dangerous and difficult to control: keeping temperature rises under 2degC above the pre-industrial average is a long-term goal of international climate policy (1.5degC would be better but that ship has probably sailed). A TFR of 2 is also the cut-off for a self-sustaining population. In one case a sustainable future depends on not falling below 2 and in the other it depends on not going above it. But the climate number is essentially arbitrary: it has no significance in nature - nothing hangs on whether it's 1.9degC or 2.1degC beyond the fact that we have decided to make the figure in between the marker of our fate. But the number 2 remains the unavoidable benchmark of natural fertility. So long as reproduction requires two people to produce one child, every couple needs to have at least two children to keep the population stable. The difference between a TFR of 1.9 and one of 2.1 is like the difference between Mr Micawber's annual expenditure of 'nineteen pounds nineteen and six' and of 'twenty pounds nought and six': one leads inevitably to increase, the other diminishment.
Spears and Geruso describe the gap in demographic terms between 1.9 and 2.0 as 'profound'. But they also warn that it is easy to ascribe special significance to what is still just a number. It might be tempting to think that the unavoidable relationship between two parents and two children for sustainable human reproduction makes it a natural state of affairs. But it isn't. Societies with a TFR of 2 are very rare and not at all stable, because just about everywhere that has had that TFR has seen a rapid transition to a lower fertility rate. A country that arrives at a TFR of 2 is already on the path to something significantly lower. How fast the population shrinks is a function of how far below 2 the TFR goes. And just as a world that stabilises at a temperature rise of 5degC above the pre-industrial average will be radically different (and far worse) than one that stabilises at a rise of 2.5degC, so a world with a South Korean-like TFR of 0.75 will be very different from one with a TFR of 1.5 (the current rate in the UK). Both will lead to human extinction (something that even a temperature rise of 5degC probably wouldn't achieve on its own). But how long that will take and what it is like to experience the transition to a depopulated world will be very different in the two cases. Fixating on a particular number can distract us from what really matters, which is recognising the path that we are currently on. So Spears and Geruso suggest that 'it's time to shake any residual belief in the magic, magnetic power of two.'
But the point they want to make above all is that we have got the relationship between population and climate change all wrong. In the 1960s and 1970s, the world seemed to be confronted by the twin threats of overpopulation and 'global cooling': a planet drowning in people was apparently also facing a new ice age. We now know both doomsday scenarios were hopelessly misplaced. But because the population kept growing as the planet got warmer it was easy to miss what was happening. Climate change can appear to be a crisis of overproduction linked to overpopulation: more people means more mouths to feed, more industrial activity and more carbon in the atmosphere. It seemed to follow that one way to tackle the climate emergency was to have fewer children. That view is still widely held, especially among well-meaning progressives. Big families look greedy and selfish. Small families look sustainable. And maybe no children is best of all. Don't reproduce and don't eat meat were twin mantras for anyone who wanted to reduce their carbon footprint over a lifetime. That second piece of advice still holds. But the first was a misunderstanding. We don't currently need fewer children. We need more.
This is where the problem of overlapping time frames really bites. Scare stories about overpopulation and global cooling were both wrong, but only one prediction went into reverse almost immediately. By the late 1980s, it was clear the planet was heating up. By contrast, the news on population has been slow to filter through. In 1968, Paul and Anne Ehrlich published The Population Bomb, which became an international bestseller and made Paul Ehrlich a fixture on the chat show circuit (he appeared onthe Tonight Show with Johnny Carson more than twenty times). The Ehrlichs believed that without population controls the human species would soon overwhelm its ability to support itself. His warnings of imminent societal collapse were wild and lurid. He had been particularly affected by a visit to Delhi in 1966: 'People eating, people washing, people sleeping. People visiting, arguing and screaming. People thrusting their hands through the taxi window, begging. People defecating and urinating. People clinging to buses. People herding animals. People, people, people, people.' But Ehrlich had mistaken social, cultural and economic conditions for demographic ones. As one critic pointed out, the population of Delhi at the time of his visit was 2.8 million. By comparison the population of Paris in 1966 was eight million. Yet no one complained that the streets of Paris were swamped. Instead, the city was an emblem of urban sophistication. Sheer numbers weren't the problem. It was the situation people found themselves in that mattered.
Still, the population of Delhi city today is eleven million (roughly the same as the entire Paris metropolitan area), and the number living in the larger Delhi metropolitan area closer to 35 million. Isn't it the direction of travel that counts? Yes, which is the reason the TFR matters. India is now edging below replacement level (at 1.94) and Delhi is almost at Canada levels (at 1.4). Cities continue to grow because people move to them, not because their inhabitants are having more children. And cities are the best place to be climate-wise because energy needs can be much more efficiently met where people are gathered together. The immediate threat of climate change has little or nothing to do with population. Once upon a time it might have been possible to tell a story of breakneck economic growth and heedless exploitation of the natural environment going hand in hand with the need to feed exponentially more mouths. But that was no longer the case even when Ehrlich published his book - the rate of global population growth had started to slow in the early 1960s.
Maybe Ehrlich shouldn't be blamed for failing to see what was happening in real time. His policy prescriptions, however, including forced sterilisation as a last resort, showed a monstrous misapprehension. China's one-child policy stands as testament to how easy it was to miss the underlying forces at work. China's rate of population growth was falling before the policy was introduced, continued to fall while it was in place (from 1979 until 2015), and has fallen even more rapidly since it was lifted, such that China's population will soon start to shrink. The intrusion and coercion involved in limiting the number of children a couple could have wasn't merely cruel. It was also redundant.
But why  do Spears and Geruso think that having more children - and more mouths to feed - would be good for the environment? They acknowledge that if a doubling of the birth rate meant a sudden doubling of the global population it would be disastrous. In fact, there is very little that even a big shift in national birth rates could do to alter the trajectory of climate change. Decarbonisation needs to happen relatively soon - and if it doesn't it will be a failure of market economics, environmental policy and political will, not a result of demography. The next few decades are crucial. As Spears and Geruso write, 'measured at the speed of demography, 2050 might as well be tomorrow.' Nothing we do in reproductive terms will make a difference to what we achieve in environmental terms. Increasing a country's TFR from 1.5 to 2 would not affect global temperature changes. 'Fertility rates are different from day one. But almost all of the extra lives in the stabilisation path happen many decades in the future, after 2100.' The fate of the planet will be decided by what we manage - or fail to manage - in the interim.
The question of population kicks in during the interim, however, because in the absence of a move towards a stable birth rate there is a real risk that we will divert more and more of our attention and resources to the challenges of ageing societies. It would take us until the 22nd century to make the world noticeably fuller of people. But we can already see the way falling birth rates affect national politics and economics. Ageing societies vote differently, consume differently and invest differently from more balanced societies. Older people are less likely to move house. They are more likely to worry about immigration. They tend to save rather than take risks with their money. And as they become more numerous relative to other cohorts, they decide elections (even in places without elections, such as China, they have a greater influence on policymakers). A falling birth rate makes thinking about the future harder because it means a greater share of resources being directed towards the needs of people who have already lived most of their lives. This isn't a bad thing in itself. Failing to look after the needs of the elderly would be a terrible injustice. But precisely because it will be necessary it will also be constraining: it threatens to distract our attention from the other things that matter.
Spears and Geruso offer a range of arguments for having more children: young people create dynamism; larger populations are more likely to produce exceptional talent; dense urban environments are where innovation happens. And the presence of more children would help to redress a steady and subtle shift in social priorities away from young people and towards ageing populations. This has been happening for some time and is only going to accelerate. But Spears and Geruso understate the difficulty of doing something about it. One problem is that the burden of having more children will fall on people who are already holding their societies together. Parents will have to bring up extra children while looking after more elderly relatives.
Along with the TFR, another key measure for thinking about population trends is the dependency ratio: that is, the number of people of working age relative to the number who are not in the labour force (dependents), whether children or the elderly. For at least one generation, a rising TFR means a rising dependency ratio. If the number of children per typical household in Japan went back up to four tomorrow - that would mean that for the next twenty or more years the burden of raising those children would fall on the people who are also providing for Japan's octogenarians, nonagenarians and centenarians. A rising dependency ratio is not simply something that is going to get worse before it gets better. Making it better will for quite a while be the thing that makes it worse.
There is still plenty that could be done to ease the transition. But the politics already look very hard. Resources could be directed away from pensioners and towards the needs of those raising young children. The fight in the UK over lifting the two-child benefit cap while keeping the pension 'triple lock' in place (which guarantees that pensions rise in line with wages and inflation) is a foretaste of what that contest might look like. And much more would need to change to make a significant difference to fertility rates. Massive redistribution from old to young - from healthcare for the elderly to universal childcare, from pension funds to child trust funds, from people who own their homes to people who don't - would be required. This would have to happen in societies in which elderly voters continue to outnumber younger voters, in which the immigration that is needed to counteract the short-to-medium-term effects of falling birth rates most angers those who remember a time before it was necessary, in which global competition for people and resources will put increasing pressure on living standards in those places where birth rates have fallen furthest and fastest. It may be a failure of political imagination, but I can't see it happening.
What's more, it's by no means clear what level of redistribution would be enough. Policymakers don't know what it takes to persuade people to have more children. Many schemes have been tried, from cash incentives to free childcare to better parental leave to housing support. Some of these have stopped birth rates falling as fast as they were. A few have stabilised the TFR. None has succeeded in turning a society in which the rate has fallen below replacement levels into one where it is above 2 again. That has never happened anywhere.
Not everywhere  is following the same trend. There are notable outliers which may offer clues as to what prevents depopulation from happening in the first place. In No One Left, the demographer Paul Morland describes two such exceptions to the global rule. One is Indonesia, which has for more than three decades existed in what Morland calls the 'Goldilocks zone' of a total fertility rate between 3 and 2: not so high as to put a strain on social and economic progress, but not so low as to become a drain on that progress. Nearby Thailand, by contrast, saw its TFR fall to 3 in the early 1980s and then keep on falling: within a decade it was below replacement levels and it is now hovering at 1.2. Before long, Thailand will have a dependency ratio of 1:1, whereas for decades to come Indonesia will have three working-age people for each person aged over 65. Morland describes Jakarta as having neither the air of an 'undernourished kindergarten' nor of a comfortable old people's home. It is full of people in their twenties 'hassling and hustling and trying to get ahead'. 'If the rest of us are going to thrive,' Morland writes, 'we have to learn something from countries like Indonesia.'
What is the lesson? What makes Indonesia different? Part of it is religion. Fertility rates in East and South-East Asia have fallen earliest and fastest in places where Buddhism prevails or has historically prevailed, including China as well as Japan and Thailand. Rates are also falling rapidly in predominantly Hindu India. Depopulation is happening more slowly in mainly Muslim societies such as Indonesia. More broadly, it is the Abrahamic religions - Christianity and Judaism as well as Islam - that tend to delay the fertility collapse. The reasons for this are contested and complex. The policy implications, however, are baffling. If politicians don't know how to persuade people to have more children, they are unlikely to know how to persuade them to become more traditionally religious in order to do so. Indonesia may also be an outlier because of its geography. As a nation of islands - more than six thousand are inhabited - it contains many regions where Jakarta seems a world away. In remote areas, older patterns of behaviour persist, along with limited access to contraception. Indonesia's overall birth rate may have fallen more slowly simply because higher birth rates have continued in parts of the country that have been cut off from prevailing trends. At the same time, 'more islands' is not advice that is going to help anyone.
The other exception is Israel, which is unique among so-called developed nations in having a total fertility rate not simply above replacement level but pushing towards 3. What's more, Israel has achieved this despite being a highly educated society with a tech-driven economy, both of which tend to depress birth rates elsewhere (see South Korea). Again, religion seems to be an important factor, but it's a long way from being the whole story. It is true that the most religious sections of Israeli society - including Orthodox Jews - have the highest birth rates. But Judaism presents a mixed picture globally: secular Jews in the US have some of the lowest fertility rates in the country. More striking, Jews who move from societies where they share in the domestic trend not to have many children - for instance, from Russia, where the TFR is below 1.5 - start to have more children when they arrive in Israel. It's Israel, rather than Judaism, that makes the difference.
This appears to have something to do with its being a country that perceives itself to be under constant threat and is in a state of semi-permanent war. Choosing to move to such a place signals a strong interest in its survival, which means trying to ensure there are enough future generations to keep it going. Israel has other distinctive characteristics, including having one of the most generous state-sponsored IVF programmes in the world, with the highest uptake. But that is more likely to be a symptom than a cause of its pro-natal culture. The IVF programme has little effect on the overall birth rate, but it signals the value that Israel's government - and its voters - puts on population growth. Offering free IVF is not going to be a magic bullet to solve the problem of depopulation.
There is no magic bullet. Neither geographic isolation nor a sense of existential threat can be readily reproduced. Meanwhile, current policy prescriptions look like tinkering round the edges of the problem. These books want to suggest that if more of us understood the bigger picture, and recognised that we have parts of our doomsday scenario back to front, we would be less fearful of the future and keener to have children. They think too many of us have become afraid of our own shadow. But it is also impossible to avoid noticing that these are books written by men - well-meaning men, admittedly, who emphasise over and again that they know how bad that looks. Fertility rates are measured not per person but per woman. Childbirth is done by women. Childrearing still primarily falls on women. It is women's behaviour and preferences that will need to change, even though the way men behave has a significant effect on falling birth rates (men often display greater reluctance to have children). It can seem like we are drifting into Handmaid's Tale territory.
Spears and Geruso, like Morland, want to make it clear that they don't condone coercion. There is no evidence that the birth rate can be forced up in the long run by taking control of women's bodies. It has been tried - for instance in Ceausescu's Romania, which banned abortion and instituted pelvic exams for working women. Romania's TFR briefly climbed above 3 in the late 1960s but soon started falling again. Abortion went underground, many women died as a result, and in a climate of fear fertility continued its remorseless decline. Banning abortion does nothing to increase birth rates and much to convince women that reproduction is an unsafe business.
Everything Spears and Geruso propose to increase women's willingness to have children is intended as feminist carrot not patriarchal stick: more child support, flexible career options, greater equality in domestic labour, fairer working conditions. One of the reasons the fertility rate has fallen so far in South Korea is that in a Westernised but highly patriarchal society, opting out of family life can seem like the best option. Better choices for women - rather than fewer - are the only way this is going to change.
By focusing on choice, Spears and Geruso are trying to resist depopulation determinism. There is an argument that female education means an inevitable decline in birth rates (the British historian Lucy Worsley once said she had been 'educated out of the natural reproductive function'). It is certainly true that countries which increase educational opportunities for women also see a sharp decline in the TFR; high TFRs exist only in societies with very limited female education. This is both cause and effect: educational access means more reproductive choice; more choice makes it easier to access education. But when a society's fertility falls below replacement level the story gets more complicated. There is some evidence that women with PhDs are more likely to have children than those who have undergraduate degrees. This is presumably because having an academic career, though far from ideal, has become a more child-friendly option than some other professions. A recent report identified British women who were the first generation in their family to go to university as the cohort least likely to have children. That means second and future generations might be different: to be the child of a woman who went to university shows it is at least feasible to do both. The direction of travel is not only one way.
Another pseudo-deterministic story concerns political allegiance. The problem, we're told, isn't that all humans are having fewer children, just the left-leaning ones. Liberals in the US are reproducing at a level well below replacement; conservatives, by contrast, are increasing their numbers. The top ten states for fertility are all red states (South Dakota comes first, followed by Nebraska); the bottom ten are all blue states (Vermont is last, chased by Oregon). Does this mean that liberals are eventually going to die out, to be replaced by their more fertile opponents on the right? The most extreme version of this argument suggests that religiously inspired conservative groups will inherit the earth. The Amish, for instance, who still average five or more children per family, are expanding rapidly while much of secular America contracts. In the mid-1970s there were around 50,000 Amish. There are now 400,000. At that rate of growth there will be 17 million by the end of this century and almost a billion by the end of the next. Except it doesn't work like that. Small communities can grow relatively quickly, but after a certain point scale kicks in and birth rates fall. What's more, as communities grow, more children leave them, and when they do they start to reproduce like Americans, not like Amish.
All sorts of reasons have been put forward for conservatives having more children than liberals (it is also possible that having children makes people conservative). But, over time, as the cost of caring for children in ageing societies starts to rise, this asymmetry could change. Having children in a depopulating world is likely to make parents feel angry with a system that fails to respect their choices. In 2017, when Jeremy Corbyn came close to winning power in Britain, his surprising level of electoral support was originally described as a 'youthquake'. But that turned out to be a misnomer, since there weren't enough young voters to make a difference. It was the parents of young children who turned against the Tories, having had enough of a party that primarily served the interests of the elderly. Politics is no more deterministic than depopulation. At present, the pro-natal argument has been hijacked by figures on the alt-right such as Elon Musk (fourteen children and counting), which can make it seem as if harping on about the birth rate is a right-wing thing to do. But that's just squeamishness on the part of the left. The fact that the argument has been hijacked suggests at the very least that there is an argument to be had.
For now, however, the direction of travel looks set. One puzzle about depopulation is that the citizens of wealthy societies, where it is happening fastest, often say the reason they don't have children - or delay it for as long as possible - is because they can't afford it. How can it be that getting richer also makes people feel they are too poor to reproduce? The answer, as Spears and Geruso point out, is opportunity costs. As societies become more affluent, there is a far greater premium placed on space and time, especially for people who lead busy, metropolitan lives. The price of many things - painkillers, solar panels and televisions - goes down over time. By contrast, 'products where the main ingredient is people ... do not get cheaper over time in the same way. That's because relative to other ingredients, people's time is expensive.'
Parenting costs time - lots of it. And that's the thing we think we can least afford to lose. More choice in the way we live means more reasons to worry that having children will limit our choices. And greater expectations about what a decent life for our children would be means that having more children is a greater compromise. Take something as seemingly banal as the question of whether a child has a room of his or her own. If your children share bedrooms, then an extra child is not necessarily a big extra cost: you won't have to move house or build an extension. But if each child means another bedroom, you are going to think twice. The average American child in 2020 lived in a house with 5.6 rooms; the average home in 1960 had 4.4 rooms and held more children. More space doesn't mean more space for kids. It means a bigger sacrifice each time another one comes along.
Spears and Geruso put it this way: 'A better world, with better options, makes parenting worse by comparison.' It's a bleak finding for anyone who wants to suggest this is something we can change. To produce a positive effect, the improvements will have to be highly targeted and will need to focus on buying individuals a lot more time. In an era when time is an ever scarcer resource, that seems implausible. This is not a new story caused by new technology. It has been true for as long as birth rates have been measured, going back many centuries. The massive expansion in human numbers since the beginning of the 19th century - when we escaped from the Malthusian trap - was not achieved by people having more children. Long before that they had already started to have fewer.
What actually caused the growth in human population was a dramatic improvement in survival rates, first of all among children and more recently among the elderly. As infant mortality dropped from one in three to one in three hundred, which is its level in many places, overall numbers grew rapidly even as the average household was shrinking from eight to seven to six to five to four members. The first trend was simply happening much faster than the second, though the second started earlier. The infant mortality rate can't go much lower in rich parts of the world, which means the decline in the birth rate is currently happening far faster than the rise in the survival rate. At the same time, gains at the other end of the scale are increasingly marginal. Rising life expectancy tails off once most people start living into their late seventies and beyond. Reaching a hundred is much more common than it used to be, but it is still rare. Reaching 120 has only happened to one person in history. Even if we started living to 150 or more, populations would continue to shrink so long as we continued to reproduce at below replacement levels. Long life plus few children equals human extinction in the end.
This suggests that the depopulation scenario was set in motion a long time ago. The problem of the opportunity costs of parenthood may simply be a function of modernity: as soon as humans had choices that they cashed out in terms of personal utility, reproduction became less appealing. That was already happening in the 16th and 17th centuries, when records show falling birth rates in the places where the modern world was beginning to reveal itself. The link between modernity and declining fertility could be explained by the rise of individualism or liberalism or market economics. It doesn't much matter - this is who we are. The process was slow to start with but in the 20th century it began to pick up speed. It is possible that the end of modernity could reverse it - a return to an age of superstition and magic, or alternatively a post-human future in which reproduction is freed from pregnancy could conceivably see the creation of new humans again outpace the disappearance of old ones. There are glimpses of both prospects at present but neither seems imminent, and either would cause far more disruption to our ways of living than most of us would be willing to countenance. The modern world still has a lot of life left in it, which means that human life on Earth is likely to continue its disappearing act.
Does that  mean we are doomed to die out? Henry Gee thinks so, if only because all species die out in the end. The question is simply how long it takes. The Copernican principle, which implies that the place in which you happen to find yourself in time is highly unlikely to be a special moment in history (just as it was always improbable that the Earth was at the centre of the cosmos just because it's where we live), is one way of trying to estimate how near we are to the end. Homo sapiens is approximately 315,000 years old. If it's heavily odds against that we are either at the very beginning (first 2.5 per cent) or at the very end (last 2.5 per cent) of the human story then our version of humanity has somewhere between eight thousand and twelve million years left to go. That's not much of a guide, but as Gee points out, we do find ourselves at the only point in the history of the species when the rate of population growth has dramatically slowed and is about to go into reverse. So maybe there is a good reason to think this is an important - and ominous - moment. Seen from that perspective, even eight thousand years looks hopeful.
There are other clues. One marker of impending demise occurs when a species becomes dominant in its environment. Becoming the top dog is a bad sign because it means that your habitat suits you too well - changes in that habitat will be commensurately worse for you than for species whose existence is more of a struggle. Similarly, ending up in an unchallenged position tends to mean that you have eliminated the nearest competition, after which interbreeding with your rivals ceases and you are left to your own devices. From that moment on your days as a species are numbered. Gee compares the turning point in the human story with the starting point of Gibbon's Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire during the reign of the Emperor Trajan, when Rome's sway over the known world was at its greatest extent. Once the Romans had reached their apogee, the only way was down.
For the species as a whole, it happened 40,000 years ago. That was when Homo sapiens became the last species from the genus Homo on Earth, having finally eliminated the other types (all the many versions of the original Homo erectus, including Homo floresiensis, Homo habilis, Homo heidelbergensis, Homo naledi, Homo rhodesiensis, along with the Neanderthals and countless other human variants that we know nothing about because they left no trace) and spread to every corner of the habitable world. We were the kings of our domain. We were also doomed from then on - no one to interbreed with, no one to push us back, no one to stop us doing what we wanted with the natural world, nothing to prevent us from making ourselves more and more vulnerable to the environment we were creating. Most of the things we did subsequently we called progress. We were kidding ourselves. We were merely staving off the inevitable.
The reason Homo sapiens came out on top was our ability to outsmart other species (hence the vainglorious name we have given ourselves). But those powerful brains exist on top of spindly and clumsy bodies, which we have made increasingly feeble. Because Homo sapiens went through a series of near extinction level events before eventually triumphing - periodically reduced to a few thousand surviving members clinging on in a handful of African enclaves - we have very little genetic variation. The human family tree spreads out from a few individuals to encompass all of us. That means we are all vulnerable to the same diseases, which can move rapidly though the entire global population - something that is more likely to happen today, given the ease with which we move around the globe.
But the real enfeeblement began ten thousand years ago with the transition from hunter-gatherer to agricultural societies. Until then, the growth in human population had been limited by the practice of waiting until a child was weaned before having the next one: transporting too many babies around was a needless burden. As a result, overall human numbers topped out at around ten million until we started staying in place and farming the land. At that point two things happened. First, it became possible to have larger families. Second, it became necessary because our new way of life was a deathtrap. Settled communities were breeding grounds for disease, not helped by regular crop failures and the absence of sanitation. Worse, the domestication of many animals allowed their viruses to spread to humans. As communities got bigger, the problems got worse. Cities were killing zones even without the presence of farm animals. Gathering so many of a species so vulnerable to infection in such cramped conditions made survival a lottery. The only way the human project could be kept afloat was by having enough offspring to outrun the grim reaper. It was a miserable business for everyone, but particularly for women and for children. Human progress was a vale of tears.
Only very recently have we worked out how to do it better. We can immunise ourselves against diseases - though we remain as vulnerable to infection as ever - and we can sanitise our dwelling places. We have better access than ever to food and shelter and education. And as soon as we worked out how to do all that we stopped having children again. There is no moment in the human story when safe and prosperous living conditions have coexisted with above replacement-level fertility. When it stopped being a battle for survival it immediately became another battle, one that we are losing because we have chosen it as the less bad option: better the comfy old people's home than the hungry kindergarten. Gee believes the only way our decline could be reversed is to recreate the conditions that existed more than forty thousand years ago. We need a greater range of human variants existing under a wider variety of living conditions. That, he thinks, could happen in space, as human colonies diverge from one another to produce new versions of the species. It will have to be an almighty struggle and there will, he admits, 'be untold tragedy and heartache along the way'. All in all, it's not much of a prospectus.
In the meantime, some people are placing their hopes in AI, not merely to solve our problems but to supplement our ever dwindling numbers with human-like entities that can do the heavy lifting. If we don't want lots more immigrants - and in any case there soon won't be enough immigrants to go around - then it will have to be the robots. Again, it's not a great lookout. But we may not get that far anyway. Though Gee doesn't discuss it at length, there is another obvious reason for thinking we might be at the end of the human story. Only in the last hundred years did we become the first species to construct the means of its own annihilation. Depopulation is starting to happen in a world in which the number of nuclear weapons is once again increasing. The old men who run the show hold the future of a dying species in their trembling hands. I'm not sure we're going to make it to the spaceships.
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Short Cuts
Kenya after Odinga
Kevin Okoth

2162 wordsIhad been back  in Nairobi for a few days when I heard that Raila Odinga, the towering opposition figure who played a crucial role in Kenya's return to multi-party democracy, had died at a clinic in India, aged eighty. Odinga, affectionately known as Baba (Swahili for 'father') by his supporters and political rivals alike, was a fixture of Kenyan politics. While he never became president, his ability to move between opposition and establishment was legendary. From 2008 to 2013 he served as prime minister, a position he occupied as naturally as he did that of opposition leader. His advocacy for the 2010 constitution helped it gain mass support, and it was passed in a referendum that year by a large majority. The new constitution curbed the near absolute power of the presidency, devolved power to Kenya's 47 counties, enshrined rights to gender equality and a clean environment, and empowered members of the public and a Human Rights and Equality Commission to challenge human rights abuses. Most important, perhaps, it enabled Kenya to avoid a repeat of the ethnic violence that erupted after the disputed election in 2007.
 Odinga shaped a series of Kenyan presidencies and played a sometimes controversial role in mediation efforts across the continent, from Cote d'Ivoire to South Sudan. Critics will remember him most for his 'handshake politics': the subtle art of negotiating power-sharing agreements with bitter rivals, often to great personal and political benefit. In Kenya, the handshake symbolises an elite-driven politics of compromise, designed to appease the base while ensuring that nothing fundamentally changes for working people. Successive 'handshakes' with Daniel arap Moi, Mwai Kibaki and Uhuru Kenyatta brought peace and stability but did little to alleviate inequality, even in Odinga's political stronghold of Luo Nyanza. Many young Kenyans saw Odinga's decision to enter President William Ruto's 'broad-based government' in 2024, in exchange for Ruto's endorsing his bid to become chair of the African Union Commission, as a betrayal. (Odinga later lost the AUC election to Mahmoud Ali Youssouf, the former foreign minister of Djibouti.) But everyone I spoke to in the days after his death expressed deep admiration for what he had achieved.
 Odinga's body arrived in Nairobi on 16 October. The plan was to transport the coffin from Jomo Kenyatta International Airport to parliament, where his body would lie in state. A state funeral at Nyayo Stadium was scheduled for 17 October, then another public viewing in Kisumu before burial at Odinga's ancestral home in Bondo. When the delayed Kenya Airways flight from Mumbai arrived (having changed its flight number to RAO 001 in Odinga's honour), it was greeted by huge crowds of supporters. Flights were suspended for two hours as people made their way onto the tarmac, sporting the colours of Odinga's Orange Democratic Movement (ODM) and waving green branches - a symbol of grief, cleansing and continuity in Luo culture. It took several hours for the coffin to make the short journey to parliament, as thousands walked alongside the motorcade.
 The crowds were so large that the public viewing was moved to Kasarani Stadium. But the event quickly descended into chaos. People streamed into the stadium to get closer to the coffin. Unable to keep the situation under control, the police resorted to their usual methods: tear gas and live bullets. Four people were killed and several more injured. The ceremony at Nyayo Stadium the following day was calmer, though two people died in a crush as they were leaving the venue. In his eulogy, Ruto described Odinga as a 'mentor' and 'unifier' whose political journey and patriotism had culminated, conveniently, in their political pact last year. Uhuru Kenyatta fondly remembered moments of laughter with Odinga. You wouldn't have guessed that both men had fought him in disputed elections.
 In the hours after Odinga's death, Ruto signed into law several controversial bills, including amendments to the Computer Misuse and Cybercrimes Act of 2018. The amendments give the National Computer and Cybercrimes Coordination Committee, mostly made up of former security officials, the power to block websites and applications, and criminalise any online 'communication' that harms another person's reputation, privacy or mental wellbeing. Those convicted face up to ten years in prison and a maximum fine of twenty million Kenyan shillings (around PS120,000), far exceeding the punishment for fraud. Some key provisions of the cybercrimes act have been blocked in the courts, pending a constitutional petition challenging its legality. (The legislation was tabled only a few days after last year's 'Gen Z protests' against the Finance Bill, which were organised on social media.) Across the border in Tanzania a similar law, passed in 2015, has been used to silence critics of President Samia Suluhu Hassan's Chama Cha Mapinduzi party. (Hassan has herself taken an increasingly autocratic turn; hundreds of people were reportedly killed during anti-government protests following the election on 29 October, and the government shut down the internet for several days.) Kenya's Privatisation Act, also signed into law last month, gives the president power to privatise national assets, raising concerns about the looting of public resources. These laws threaten the constitutional freedoms Odinga spent a lifetime trying to protect.
 There has been some speculation that Ruto's government could face UN sanctions, following a letter from four Special Rapporteurs accusing the government of human rights violations during the crackdown on demonstrations against the finance bill, including the killing of protesters and the detention of human rights campaigners. Meanwhile, Ruto's standing in the region has been hurt by a meeting in Nairobi last month between Congolese opposition politicians including Joseph Kabila, the former president, who was recently sentenced to death in absentia for war crimes and treason. And earlier this year, the Sudanese Armed Forces accused Kenya of violating Sudanese sovereignty by hosting a meeting of the Rapid Support Forces, which have been accused of committing genocide in Darfur.
 Under Ruto, Kenya has taken a more ambiguous stance on the Sahrawi Arab Democratic Republic (which claims Western Sahara but only controls a fifth of the territory), supporting Morocco's plan for autonomy instead of calling for full Sahrawi self-determination, as previous governments have done. In his approach to diplomacy, Ruto stands in sharp contrast to Odinga, who was respected across the continent. But Odinga's mediation efforts were often ineffective, and his decision to quietly align himself with the Ruto administration on the issue of Sahrawi independence has tarnished his reputation as a Pan-African statesman.
 Since it emerged out of the grassroots movement for constitutional change in 2007, the ODM had come to rely entirely on Odinga for direction. So far, there is no clear successor in the Odinga family, and his old Luo allies lack a national base. Odinga's older brother Oburu has been appointed interim leader of the party, while younger members such as the MP Babu Owino and Edwin Sifuna, senator of Nairobi county and secretary general of the ODM, have positioned themselves as potential successors. The party is at risk of a split between those who would prefer to remain in Ruto's government (among them Gladys Wanga, chair of the ODM) and others (Sifuna and Owino) who want the ODM to field its own presidential candidate in 2027. The 'United Opposition' formed around disgraced former second deputy president Rigathi Gachagua and former vice president Kalonzo Musyoka is unlikely to pose a serious threat.
 A few days after Odinga's death, the journalist John Kamau published a tribute in the Daily Nation. 'The House of Jaramogi has always lived in that uneasy space between power and its edges,' he wrote. 'They've shaped power from the outside, cut deals to sit inside, and left their fingerprints on every regime without ever wearing the crown. It was a dynasty without the throne - yet never far from it.' Odinga's father, Jaramogi Oginga Odinga, was the first vice president of Kenya. He was part of the left opposition in Jomo Kenyatta's Kenya Africa National Union, which split from the party in 1966 over Kenyatta's anti-communism. Jaramogi was dismissed as vice president and soon founded the short-lived Kenya People's Union, a socialist party that challenged the growing corruption and authoritarianism within KANU. Other questions that exercised the left at the time were the distribution of land after independence and the continued domination of the Kenyan economy by foreign interests.
 The Odinga name soon fell into disrepute. Jaramogi's close ties to Moscow and Beijing made him a target of Britain's intelligence agencies, which put out propaganda undermining him. As Jaramogi and the KPU faced increased government repression, Raila went to study in East Germany. He returned to Kenya in October 1969, days before the Kisumu massacre. During a visit to Kisumu, the de facto Luo capital and a KPU power base, Kenyatta had threatened to detain Jaramogi and crush his supporters 'like flour if they play with us'. The crowd responded angrily, and as Kenyatta's motorcade sped off, police and members of his security detail fired on them, killing at least 59 people. The massacre, which took place only a few months after the assassination of the moderate Luo politician and Kenyatta ally Tom Mboya, led to one of the biggest political crises in Kenya's post-independence history. The government imposed a curfew, banned the KPU and arrested all of its MPs. Jaramogi was detained until 1971. Raila was left to deal with Jaramogi's many responsibilities and dependants. He chose not to pursue a PhD in East Germany as he had planned, and lectured at the University of Nairobi instead. At first, according to his close friend James Orengo, Odinga seemed uninterested in campus politics. But once the KPU leaders were released from detention, he was drawn into private discussions about the future of the opposition and how it might challenge Kenyatta. In the early 1970s, Odinga joined the Kenya Bureau of Standards and started a business. But behind the scenes, he was beginning to follow in his father's footsteps.
 Raila Odinga's life spanned Kenya's long history of political violence. He lived through the country's high-profile assassinations: Pio Gama Pinto (1965), Mboya (1969), J.M. Kariuki (1975), Robert Ouko (1990) and Odhiambo Mbai (2003). In 1982, the Moi regime (which lasted from 1978 to 2002) arrested him for alleged involvement in a coup attempt. He spent six years in detention, during which he was tortured. After his release, he became the leading voice of the pro-democracy movement in what was then a one-party state. In 1992, only a year after the reintroduction of multi-party democracy, he was elected to parliament as a member of the Forum for the Restoration of Democracy - Kenya, the party Jaramogi had founded when the KPU was banned. (In 1993, a year before his death, Jaramogi made a pact with Moi's KANU - the blueprint for the 'handshake' in Kenyan politics.)
 But the political system designed by the Kenyatta and Moi regimes, in which state funds were distributed to the president's ethnic or regional base, proved divisive and undermined Kenyan democracy. At first, the formation of a united multi-ethnic government seemed possible. In 2002, Odinga helped Mwai Kibaki, a Kikuyu, become president as part of the National Rainbow Coalition (NARC). During the campaign, his endorsement - 'Kibaki Tosha!' ('Kibaki is sufficient') - rallied the opposition behind Kibaki, eventually ending Moi's 24-year rule. But soon after, Odinga and Kibaki fell out over Kibaki's refusal to make the transition from a presidential to a parliamentary system as set out in their coalition agreement. And in 2007, Kenya experienced the worst outbreak of political violence in its postcolonial history. Odinga used his influence to end the fighting and secure the position of prime minister. The handshake with Kibaki, whom he had accused of 'stealing the election', was his most consequential. But although he had finally negotiated a seat at the table, the social justice and redistribution he had promised remained elusive.
 Odinga has left a complicated legacy. Like Kariuki, who held a number of positions in Jomo Kenyatta's government, he was able to amass vast wealth while retaining his image as a champion of 'ordinary Kenyans'. He built a popular base that included the elite as well as the working classes, while gaining a reputation as a shrewd reformer who pushed for compromises that would in the long run benefit the whole country. But his left-wing politics were mostly symbolic; for all his idealism, pragmatism always won out. He aligned himself with the political establishment when it suited him, while benefiting from the left-wing credentials of his family name. The brand of politics that Kamau has called 'Odingaism' relied on the threat of unfinished revolution: governments knew that if they refused to negotiate with the Odingas or to offer limited reforms, they might face collective resistance. Now, for the first time in more than three decades, the president will have to look beyond the Odinga family to build a new political consensus and appease young Kenyans, who are demanding genuine political change.
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The Future of Search
Donald MacKenzie on the challenges facing Google

5159 wordsType  a few words into Google and hit 'return'. Almost instantaneously, a list of links will appear. To find them, you may have to scroll past a bit of clutter - ads and, these days, an 'AI Overview' - but even if your query is obscure, and mine often are, it's nevertheless quite likely that one of the links on your screen will take you to what you're looking for. That's striking, given that there are probably more than a billion sites on the web, and more than fifty times as many webpages.
On the foundation of that everyday miracle, a company currently worth around $3 trillion was built, yet today the future of Google is far from certain. It was founded in September 1998, at which point the world wide web, to which it became an indispensable guide, was less than ten years old. Google was by no means the first web search engine, but its older competitors had been weakened by 'spamming', much of it by the owners of the web's already prevalent porn sites. Just as Google was to do, these early search engines deployed 'web crawlers' to find websites, ingest their contents and assemble an electronic index of them. They then used that index to find sites whose contents seemed the best match to the words in the user's query. A spammer such as the owner of a porn site could plaster their site with words which, while irrelevant to the site's content, were likely to appear in web searches. Often hidden from the users' sight - encoded, for example, in the same colour as the background - those words would still be ingested by web crawlers. By the late 1990s, it was possible, even usual, to enter an entirely innocent search query - 'skiing', 'beach holidays', 'best colleges' - and be served up a bunch of links to porn.
In the mid to late 1990s, Google's co-founders, Larry Page and Sergey Brin, were PhD students at Stanford University's Computer Science Department. One of the problems Page was working on was how to increase the chances that the first entries someone would see in the comments section on a website would be useful, even authoritative. What was needed, as Page told Steven Levy, a tech journalist and historian of Google, was a 'rating system'. In thinking about how websites could be rated, Page was struck by the analogy between the links to a website that the owners of other websites create and the citations that an authoritative scientific paper receives. The greater the number of links, the higher the probability that the site was well regarded, especially if the links were from sites that were themselves of high quality.
Using thousands of human beings to rate millions of websites wasn't necessary, Page and Brin realised. 'It's all recursive,' as Levy reports Page saying in 2001. 'How good you are is determined by who links to you,' and how good they are is determined by who links to them. 'It's all a big circle. But mathematics is great. You can solve this.' Their algorithm, PageRank, did not entirely stop porn sites and other spammers infiltrating the results of unrelated searches - one of Google's engineers, Matt Cutts, used to organise a 'Look for Porn Day' before each new version of its web index was launched - but it did help Google to improve substantially on earlier search engines.
Page's undramatic word 'recursive' hid a giant material challenge. You can't find the incoming links to a website just by examining the website itself. You have to go instead to the sites that link to it. But since you don't know in advance which they are, you will have to crawl large expanses of the web to find them. The logic of what Page and Brin were setting out to do involved them in a hugely ambitious project: to ingest and index effectively every website in existence. That, in essence, is what Google still does.
One way to approach the problem would have been to buy the most powerful computers available. When Google launched it had around $1 million in the bank. It raised $25 million from venture capitalists in 1999, but that still wasn't enough to pay for a decent number of expensive machines. Instead, Google's engineers lined metal trays with electrically insulating cork, and packed them with low-cost computer components of the kind found in cheap PCs. One early Google employee, Douglas Edwards, remembers visiting the Santa Clara data centre where Google was renting space for the hardware. 'Every square inch was crammed with racks bristling with stripped-down CPUs [central processing units],' he writes. 'There were 21 racks and more than fifteen hundred machines, each sprouting cables like Play-Doh pushed through a spaghetti press. Where other [companies'] cages were right-angled and inorganic, Google's swarmed with life, a giant termite mound dense with frenetic activity and intersecting curves.'
By June 2000, Google's bargain-basement web crawlers had ingested more than a billion webpages. In the months before that, though, the company had encountered a crisis. Cheap machines crash, and cheap computer memory is easily corrupted by overheating or even by the impact of cosmic rays. James Somers told the story in the New Yorker in 2018. Google's crawlers kept failing, making it hard or even impossible to update its most crucial data structure, the web index. The solution the company came up with changed computing for ever. It was to conceive of computing not as something done by a single machine, but as something done by an array of tens of thousands of machines, housed together in a warehouse and automatically managed so as to circumvent the inevitable failure of individual units. As Somers put it, Google found a way to give its programmers the capacity 'to wield the machines in its data centres as if they were a single, planet-size computer'.
'Planet-size' is an exaggeration, but it paints a picture: as early as 2011, Levy suggests, Google may have been deploying a million machines, still mostly cheap commodity hardware, in roughly two dozen data centres around the world. How do you 'parallelise' a giant data analysis task: in other words, how do you distribute it across a huge ensemble of machines? How do you organise the communication that has to take place among those machines? What does your program do when, as is inevitable when it is running on tens of thousands of machines, one or more of them crashes? After all, the search engine has to come up with results in real time, and can't afford to stop and reboot. Will your engineers and researchers have to spend all their time dealing with such issues, rather than getting on with the data analysis?
It is astonishing that, given the centrality of these questions to what was rapidly becoming digital capitalism, Google openly published its answer to them. In an electronically available preprint of a paper presented in 2004 to a computer science symposium in San Francisco, two Google engineers, Jeff Dean and Sanjay Ghemawat, described the system they had built for the company. MapReduce, as they called it, permitted programs to be 'automatically parallelised and executed on a large cluster of commodity machines':
The run-time system takes care of the details of partitioning the input data, scheduling the program's execution across a set of machines, handling machine failures and managing the required inter-machine communication. This allows programmers without any experience with parallel and distributed systems to easily utilise the resources of a large distributed system.

Google didn't actually release the code for MapReduce, but Dean and Ghemawat said enough to prompt the computer scientist Doug Cutting, then working for the web portal Yahoo, and his colleague Mike Cafarella to lead the production of Hadoop, a free, open-source analogue to MapReduce. If you are involved in the analysis of big data - as many people in the tech sector are - you probably aren't now using MapReduce or Hadoop, but you are likely to be using one or more systems derived from them.
The implementation of MapReduce helped Google discover, painfully at first, how to 'scale', which is the process at the heart of digital capitalism. That Google had done it gave others confidence they could do it too, and the fact that Google didn't try too hard to keep its innovations secret helped them learn how. Once you can scale, goals that seemed hopelessly ambitious suddenly appear within your grasp. If Google's systems could ingest and index close to the entirety of the world's webpages and respond to billions of search queries every day, then why not begin to ingest all the world's literature too (Google Books), or create a detailed, interactive digital map of the world (Google Maps), along with an interactive photo-image of the planet from satellites and aircraft (Google Earth), and panoramic images of its streets, at least in countries that allow Google's camera-carrying cars (Google Street View)? While you're at it, why not offer a free, high-quality email service, and not worry too much about the strain on your servers if more than a billion people sign up for a Gmail account?
All of this involved Google in creating, collecting and assembling a historically unprecedented quantity of data. (The US National Security Agency might previously have come close, though we don't really know, and Facebook was soon to accomplish something similar. Facebook was narrower than Google in the scope of its activities, but the data its users uploaded about themselves and their lives was richer.) You could therefore be forgiven for assuming that the legal troubles currently besetting Google are to do with its misuse of this data. On balance, however, Google seems to have behaved fairly responsibly in this respect. Its legal difficulties concern instead whether it plays too dominant a role in advertising markets. In 2015, Google was incorporated into a new holding company, Alphabet, but the latter's 'other bets', as it calls them in its financial statements, contributed less than 1 per cent of the $350 billion it earned in 2024. Google's fast-growing cloud computing business was more substantial, contributing 12 per cent. However, fully three-quarters of Alphabet's 2024 revenue came from advertising, the bulk (nearly $200 billion), as has been the case ever since Google's earliest years, from selling the ads that accompany Google search results.
In two lawsuits, the US Department of Justice and several US states have accused Google of monopolising two different areas of advertising. The first case, heard by a federal court in the District of Columbia, concerns the markets for 'general search' (i.e. searches of the kind for which you use Google, not the more specific searches for which you might use Amazon, Facebook or Expedia) and the standard ads, often consisting simply of text, that accompany the results of such searches. The DoJ had little difficulty in establishing that, in the words of the court's judgment in August 2024, Google possesses 'a dominant market share' in general search: in the US, 89.2 per cent overall, 'which increases to 94.9 per cent on mobile devices'. Unsurprisingly, that dominance was mirrored in the market for the accompanying advertising: Google's share of what the court calls 'the text ads market' was 88 per cent in 2020.
Google, the court ruled, 'is a monopolist'. It 'has violated section 2 of the Sherman Act' - since 1890, the cornerstone of US competition law - 'by maintaining its monopoly in two product markets in the United States: general search services and general text advertising'. Google has done this, the court concluded, via 'exclusive distribution agreements' which secure the presence of Google's 'search widget' on the home screen of Android phones and its position as the default search engine for Apple's Safari and Mozilla's Firefox browsers. In return, Google shares its search-advertising revenues with Apple, the Mozilla Foundation and phone manufacturers. The longest-standing agreement, dating back more than twenty years, is with Apple. It is also the most important agreement, since Apple devices account for more than half of general search queries in the United States; the court estimated that in 2022 the deal brought Apple around $20 billion. The exact percentage of revenue that goes to Apple is redacted in the court documents, but an expert witness for Google is reported to have said in open court that it is 36 per cent.
The world of giant digital platforms often turns on surprisingly small matters, such as whether or not users are willing to spend a few seconds doing something they don't absolutely need to do. Google's being the default search engine doesn't stop you from using a different one. Apple, for example, makes it perfectly easy to switch. It takes maybe twenty seconds to open the settings on your laptop (or your iPhone) and change the default to, say, Microsoft's Bing. From then on, if a query you enter into Safari's address bar isn't answered directly by Apple's systems, it will go to Bing, not Google, and the revenue from the associated ads will flow to Microsoft - in which case, as far as I am aware, no revenue will go to Apple. But you've probably never tried switching search engines. That might be because you positively want to use Google, but perhaps like me (and, I fear, most people) you are a lazy sod and tend to stick with the digital world's preloaded default options.
The second competition law case, heard by a federal court in Virginia, is more esoteric in that it concerns the inner workings of digital advertising. Two systems are at issue. The first is Google's 'ad server'. This is a cloud service that Google sells to publishers (not just news publishers but providers of online content of all kinds); it takes the final decision about which ads to show users when they visit the publisher's website. The second is Google's ad exchange, AdX, which conducts ad trading in real time. Visit the Guardian's website, for example, and the opportunity to advertise to you is usually auctioned on AdX and similar, smaller exchanges.*
The Virginia court found that Google's ad server is responsible for roughly 90 per cent of open-web display ads globally, and that AdX has a 63-71 per cent share of the corresponding ad trading, 'nine times that of its next closest rival'. The court conceded that the way Google has acted is in some respects quite different from a traditional monopolist: for example, it has not raised the fees it charges publishers for use of its ad server. It concluded, nevertheless, that Google has acted to preserve its structural centrality to the ad server and ad exchange markets, thus 'acquiring and maintaining monopoly power' in ways that violate US competition law.
The appeals process began in the summer, and Google's lawyers will, no doubt, continue to argue, among other things, that Google has default position because it is the best search engine. But if Google is the best, it may be at least in part because it has the most users. Algorithms such as PageRank are far from the only thing that determines search quality. There's a great deal that can be learned from such simple things as whether users immediately return to the search results page after clicking a link on that page, which suggests the link didn't provide what they were looking for. The more users a search engine has, the more data of this kind its engineers can analyse in order to improve it.
In the background to both cases is a notoriously contested issue in US competition law: defining the relevant market. If, for instance, it is 'general search' of the kind conducted using Google, then Google does indeed have a very large market share. But expand the definition to include digital searches of all kinds, and Google's share diminishes, with Amazon, in particular, emerging as a powerful rival. I would expect issues of market definition to be prominent in the appeals.
The effects on Google if it loses these appeals may well not be seriously damaging. The District of Columbia court has rejected dramatic options such as forcing Google to sell Chrome or Android, opting instead to insist that Google shares search data to help improve any potential rival search engines. Google is allowed to continue its revenue-sharing agreements, though these can't be exclusive: they can't, for example, prevent other search engines being preloaded as well. None of this is likely to cause Google to lose very much market share, if only because users, when offered an explicit choice between search engines, may well opt for the one with which they are familiar (to the degree that Google's name has become the verb most of us use for search in general). Mozilla, for instance, has repeatedly experimented with changing the default search engine in Firefox, and found that a large proportion of its users switched back to Google, often straightaway.
The Virginia court hasn't yet said what it is going to demand. It may instruct Google to divest itself of its ad server and AdX, its ad exchange. The details of the way these technologies work are hugely important to publishers' income (and therefore to the future of journalism), but the money they bring in to Google isn't, by its standards, huge. What Alphabet calls 'Google Network', the kind of advertising for which the ad server and AdX are the infrastructure, accounted for less than 9 per cent of Alphabet's revenue in 2024, and it could certainly survive having to sell the two systems.
Aquite  different, and potentially more serious, threat to Google is a development that it did a great deal to foster: the emergence of large language models (LLMs) and the chatbots based on them, most prominently ChatGPT, developed by the start-up OpenAI. Google's researchers have worked for more than twenty years on what a computer scientist would call 'natural language processing' - Google Translate, for example, dates from 2006 - and Google was one of the pioneers in applying neural networks to the task. These are computational structures (now often gigantic) that were originally thought to be loosely analogous to the brain's array of neurons. They are not programmed in detail by their human developers: they learn from examples - these days, in many cases, billions of examples.
The efficiency with which a neural network learns is strongly affected by its structure or 'architecture'. A pervasive issue in natural language processing, for example, is what linguists call 'coreference resolution'. Take the sentence: 'The animal didn't cross the street because it was too tired.' The 'it' could refer to the animal or to the street. Humans are called on to resolve such ambiguities all the time, and if the process takes conscious thought, it's often a sign that what you're reading is badly written. Coreference resolution is, however, a much harder problem for a computer system, even a sophisticated neural network.
In August 2017, a machine-learning researcher called Jakob Uszkoreit uploaded to Google's research blog a post about a new architecture for neural networks that he and his colleagues called the Transformer. Neural networks were by then already powering Google Translate, but still made mistakes - in coreference resolution, for example, which can become embarrassingly evident when English is translated into a gendered language such as French. Uszkoreit's example was the sentence I have just quoted. 'L'animal' is masculine and 'la rue' feminine, so the correct translation should end 'il etait trop fatigue,' but Google Translate was still rendering it as 'elle etait trop fatiguee,' presumably because in the sentence's word order 'street' is closer than 'animal' to the word 'it'.
The Transformer, Uszkoreit reported, was much less likely to make this sort of mistake, because it 'directly models relationships between all words in a sentence, regardless of their respective position'. Before this, the general view had been that complex tasks such as coreference resolution require a network architecture with a complicated structure. The Transformer was structurally simpler, 'dispensing with recurrence and convolutions entirely', as Uszkoreit and seven current or former Google colleagues put it in a paper from 2017. Because of its simplicity, the Transformer was 'more parallelisable' than earlier architectures. Using it made it easier to divide language processing into computational subtasks that could run simultaneously, rather than one after the other.
Just as Dean and Ghemawat had done, the authors of the Transformer paper made it publicly available, at Neural Information Processing Systems, AI's leading annual meeting, in 2017. One of those who read it was the computer scientist Ilya Sutskever, co-founder of OpenAI, who says that 'as soon as the paper came out, literally the next day, it was clear to me, to us, that transformers address the limitations' of the more complex neural-network architecture OpenAI had been using for language processing. The Transformer, in other words, should scale. As Karen Hao reports in Empire of AI, Sutskever started 'evangelising' for it within OpenAI, but met with some scepticism: 'It felt like a wack idea,' one of his OpenAI colleagues told Hao.+ Crucially, however, another colleague, Alec Radford, 'began hacking away on his laptop, often late into the night, to scale Transformers just a little and observe what happened'.
Sutskever was right: the Transformer architecture did scale. It made genuinely large, indeed giant, language models feasible. Its parallelisability meant that it could readily be implemented on graphics chips, originally designed primarily for rendering images in computer games, a task that has to be done very fast but is also highly parallelisable. (Nvidia, the leading designer of graphics chips, provides much of the material foundation of LLMs, making it the world's most valuable company, currently worth around 30 per cent more than Alphabet.) If you have enough suitable chips, you can do a huge amount of what's called 'pre-training' of a Transformer model 'generatively', without direct human input. This involves feeding the model huge bodies of text, usually scraped from the internet, getting the model to generate what it thinks will be the next word in each piece of text, then the word after that and so on, and having it continuously and automatically adjust its billions of parameters to improve its predictions. Only once you have done enough pre-training do you start fine-tuning the model to perform more specific tasks.
It was OpenAI, not Google, that made the most decisive use of the Transformer. Its debt is right there in the name: OpenAI's evolving LLMs are all called GPT, or Generative Pre-trained Transformer. GPT-1 and GPT-2 weren't hugely impressive; the breakthrough came in 2020 with the much larger GPT-3. It didn't yet take the form of a chatbot that laypeople could use - ChatGPT was released only in November 2022 - but developers in firms other than OpenAI were given access to GPT-3 from June 2020, and found that it went well beyond previous systems in its capacity to produce large quantities of text (and computer code) that was hard to distinguish from something that a well-informed human being might write.
GPT-3's success intensified the enthusiasm for LLMs that had already been growing at other tech firms, but it also caused unease. Timnit Gebru, co-founder of Black in AI and co-head of Google's Ethical AI team, along with Emily Bender, a computational linguist at the University of Washington, and five co-authors, some of whom had to remain anonymous, wrote what has become the most famous critique of LLMs. They argued that LLMs don't really understand language. Instead, they wrote, an LLM is a 'stochastic parrot ... haphazardly stitching together sequences of linguistic forms it has observed in its vast training data, according to probabilistic information about how they combine, but without any reference to meaning'. What's more, Bender, Gebru and colleagues noted, training such a model consumes huge quantities of electricity, and the giant datasets used in the training often 'encode hegemonic views that are harmful to marginalised populations'. (They quoted the computer scientists Abeba Birhane and Vinay Uday Prabhu: 'Feeding AI systems on the world's beauty, ugliness and cruelty but expecting it to reflect only the beauty is a fantasy'.)
Gebru sought permission to publish the paper, but senior figures at Google objected. She was asked either to retract it or remove the names and affiliation of any of its authors who worked for Google. But she was prepared to do so only under conditions that were unacceptable to her superiors (she had wanted them to name the individuals at Google to whom the paper was sent for review), and ended up losing her job. Nearly 2700 Google employees signed a letter of protest.
There has been much speculation about the reason it was OpenAI, not Google, that was first to turn the Transformer architecture into a truly successful chatbot. One reason, ironically, seems to have been that some of the concerns expressed in the 'stochastic parrot' paper were shared by senior executives at Google. In 2016, Microsoft had launched a Twitter chatbot, Tay, which was designed to interact with and learn from human users' tweets. It picked up the world's ugliness remarkably rapidly. A number of Twitter users deliberately fed Tay racist content, successfully training it to be an automated fascist (one user asked it, 'Do you support genocide?', to which it responded: 'I do indeed'). Microsoft was forced to withdraw it within 24 hours of its release. Google's executives evidently had no desire to make the same mistake. Its researchers developed a Transformer-based chatbot called Meena (later renamed LaMDA, Language Model for Dialogue Applications) but did not get permission to release it. A Google spokesperson later told the Wall Street Journal that 'the chatbot had been through many reviews and barred from wider releases for various reasons over the years.'
A start-up such as OpenAI has to take risks, but major corporations often focus on improving well-established products or services rather than innovating more radically. It was far from predictable that a sophisticated chatbot would become globally famous almost overnight; even OpenAI itself was taken aback by the rapidity of ChatGPT's uptake. One of the authors of the Transformer paper, Niki Parmar, told the Financial Times that Google's preference was 'to optimise for the existing products'. While the Transformer was used to improve Google Translate and Google Search, only after ChatGPT's success did Google throw its huge resources into an all-out effort to launch a chatbot, Bard (now called Gemini), with eighty thousand members of staff donating their time to test it.
The successes of LLMs have changed the digital world. For anyone who, like me, teaches a subject in which students are no longer assessed primarily by means of traditional exams, the most pressing concern is these models' ability to generate essays that read like the work of a reasonably proficient if intellectually unambitious student. A more disturbing thought is that the models' capacity to do this may have revealed that something is wrong with our pedagogy. Have we been teaching students to be stochastic parrots?
For Google, the big worry is what will happen to search in the long term. Most search queries can easily be rephrased as a prompt for a chatbot, and that is a clear threat to what has been, for a quarter of a century, Google's most important, and still very healthy, source of revenue. Several AI companies are developing automated purchasing assistants on top of LLMs, and I am already starting to read articles in the trade press about how to market products to such assistants rather than directly to human beings. Google itself is working on an assistant of this sort, called Project Mariner, but if they are adopted by the public they will reduce the demand for search ads, and in that reconfigured form of electronic commerce Google would not enjoy incumbency advantages of the kind the antitrust litigation focused on.
I'm starting to feel some pre-emptive nostalgia when I do a Google search. Yes, it's true, search can sometimes take you to places you don't want to go. In 2010, when the information science scholar Safiya Umoja Noble was using the search term 'black girls' to Google 'things on the internet that might be interesting to my stepdaughter and nieces', the top hit presented to her was 'HotBlackPussy'. As she argued in Algorithms of Oppression (2018), search engines can echo and reinforce a racist and sexist culture. But at least a 'classical' search engine like Google in the 2000s and 2010s took you outside itself, and perhaps implicitly prompted you to evaluate critically what you found there.
The experience of using a chatbot powered by an LLM is, by contrast, largely self-contained. You can usually prompt it to say something about its sources, but that's a bit like the 'further reading' at the end of a textbook chapter: you know you should read them, but you probably won't. It's seductively easy to treat a chatbot as an oracle. That's economically as well as cognitively dangerous. Classical search creates economic incentives for making new content available on the web, and keeping existing content up to date, because money can be made by advertising to visitors brought to websites by a search engine. Of course the process can also incentivise clickbait, but if search atrophies what will happen to the web? As the commentator Eric Seufert nicely puts it, Google was the open web's 'imperfect benefactor'.
There is a road that must be crossed, by Google and also by the rest of us. On one side is a digital world with its largely familiar structure, fuelled by familiar kinds of advertising, in many of whose forms Google excels. To make liveable whatever lies on the other side of the road requires that we confront some challenges. One is to avoid an overreliance on self-contained systems trained on whatever text, speech, images, audio and video are digitally available - inevitably both a biased subset of what human beings are able to produce and an impoverished version of what human knowledge consists in. Another challenge is to unlearn scale. Much of the success of LLMs has come simply from making everything bigger: the number of parameters they contain, the quantity of data employed to train them, the size and energy intensity of the data centres in which they run. That trajectory is unsustainable, and not just environmentally: it's getting harder to find adequate volumes of fresh data on which to train new models, since much of what exists is already potentially compromised by having been generated by previous models. It's going to be a hard road to cross. Can we navigate it successfully? Can Google? If it turns out to be too tired to make it, I'll be a little sad.
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Slice It Up
Adam Smyth

2621 wordsOn  12 March 1455, Aeneas Silvius Piccolomini, soon to be Pope Pius II but then bishop of Siena, wrote to his friend Juan de Carvajal, a Spanish cardinal in Rome, describing a 'viro mirabili' (miraculous man) he had seen in the market in Frankfurt. The man was selling Bibles in numbers too large to have been the work of manuscript production:
 I have not seen complete Bibles, but several quires belonging to different books [of the Bible], exceedingly clean and correct in their script, and without error, which Your Grace could read effortlessly, even without glasses. I learned from numerous witnesses that 158 copies have been completed, although some others say the number is 180. Of the quantity I am not entirely certain; of their completion (if one can have faith in informants) I have no doubt ... I shall try, if possible, to buy a copy on your behalf and have it brought here. But I fear it will not be possible, both because of the distance and because they say that ready buyers had all been found even before the volumes had been finished. I can imagine Your Grace's desire to know how matters stand from the fact that the messenger you sent was quicker than Pegasus! But that's enough joking. 

We can't be sure about the identity of the miraculous man in Frankfurt, and Piccolomini isn't describing bound books but quires, or folded sections of freshly printed sheets, but his letter is certainly the earliest document referring to the Latin Bible printed by Johannes Gutenberg in Mainz in early 1455. Like Piccolomini, bibliographers today aren't sure of the exact print run; perhaps about 180 copies, divided between 135 on large Royal paper and 35 on vellum or calfskin. Of the total, 48 survive, 21 of them complete. The watermarks on the Royal paper editions - a bunch of grapes, a bull's head, a running ox - still shine brightly. The text was St Jerome's fourth-century Latin, translated from the Hebrew Old Testament and the Greek New Testament.
 The Gutenberg Bibles that survive today are hybrid texts, a mix of printed Gothic letters and hand-drawn coloured illustrations of the natural world, which were added or commissioned by readers after purchase, turning each near identical printed text into a unique copy, and so complicating the claim, in its foundational moment, that printing is straightforwardly duplicative. In one copy, a peacock gazes up from the foot of the page; in another, falcons and sparrows perch on flowering tendrils which, as they twist around the margins, teeter on the edge of abstraction. In fact, Gutenberg's Bible would have looked a lot like a handwritten text to 15th-century eyes, not (as some book historians have argued) because print was disguising its own novelty in pursuit of credibility, but more simply because handwritten texts were the only available model. What else could a printed book look like apart from a manuscript book?
 It is also in all senses a big book, a tome for the lectern rather than the private study. The Royal edition consists of two large folio volumes, comprising 643 leaves, each 41 x 30 cm, resulting in 1279 pages of 42-lined text and requiring more than three million 'carefully ordered pieces of movable type' (Eric White gives us all these numbers in his new study, such is his commitment to exactness). Magnificent handwritten Bibles were already in circulation. Just a few years before Gutenberg's, the Giant Bible of Mainz was made for the abbey of Johannisberg, the work of a single scribe (he signs himself 'Calamus fidelis', or 'faithful pen') toiling, or gilding, his way through 459 huge vellum leaves, across two volumes, at a rate of between 240 and 320 lines a day, depending on the daylight, for fifteen months.
 The production of Gutenberg's Bible was no less arduous, a feat of almost unimaginable typesetting complexity: 'The work inched along,' White writes, 'line by line, column by column, page by page.' The difference, however, was that once it was fixed in place, the assembled metal type could print sheet after sheet, producing hundreds of copies. The scribal output of Calamus fidelis was astounding, but singular. This new concept, of an 'edition' of virtually identical texts, had radical implications, not least that readers in different cities and countries could read a printed page and know that they were reading the same thing as everyone else. Gutenberg lost his monopoly on typographic printing in 1454 and his technology soon spread, adopted in the 1470s in Venice, Paris, Lyon, Krakow, Buda and London, and by 'hundreds of printers across several kingdoms' over the next fifty years. White estimates that Europe's 15th-century printers produced more than 28,000 different editions in press runs of hundreds or thousands of copies, meaning Europe was quickly teeming with some ten million printed books. Guillaume Fichet (1433-78), librarian at the Sorbonne, caught this sense of influx in a letter written on New Year's Day 1471, when he described 'the new order of book-makers from Germany, who have poured forth everywhere (as from a Trojan Horse)'.
 Centuries of printing preceded Gutenberg. As White is careful to describe, Gutenberg was born nine hundred years after printed texts were first produced in China by rubbing paper onto inked, carved woodblocks. A 16-foot scroll made from paper strips printed with carved wooden blocks, known as the Diamond Sutra, was published in China in 868. Movable wooden or ceramic type was developed in China in the 11th century, and in July 1377, as its postscript notes, Korea's royal printers used movable metal-cast types to print Jikji - a collection of excerpts from generations of monks, designed for students of Buddhism and probably the world's oldest surviving book printed with movable metal type.
 White thinks that Gutenberg wasn't influenced by this long pre-European tradition. It's possible that the history of printing is a stitched-together story of the movement of knowledge from East to West, rather as paper-making spread from Asia through the Arab world from the eighth century, to North Africa and eventually to Spain. Gutenberg doesn't seem to have travelled much, however, and even if a Korean text printed in movable type appeared in Mainz, White is probably right to doubt that Gutenberg could have guessed the method behind it.
 But even at home, Gutenberg would have seen other kinds of printing. Block books flourished just as Gutenberg was developing his technology: short books of text and image (some copies have watercolour additions), each page printed from a single carved wooden block. Block books were generally devotional works designed for a popular audience, like the Ars moriendi, guiding the reader towards a good Christian death, or The Apocalypse of St John (John's vision of a celestial battle between good and evil), or the Biblia pauperum, with images of Old and New Testament stories. Some block books were hybrid works, combining woodcut images and handwritten texts: Exercitium super Pater Noster, for instance, is a series of ten woodcuts of the Lord's Prayer, with accompanying explanatory texts, attributed to Hendrik van den Bogaerde (1382-1469), a prior at Groenendael, near Brussels. A woodblock could print the same text multiple times, but it was laborious to carve. Individual metal types (letters or symbols) allowed for rearrangement, which made it possible, in White's words, 'to print an edition of any text in any language that used the Latin, Greek or Hebrew alphabets'.
 It's not surprising that historians have been preoccupied with what we might call monumental books: the seventeen volumes of the Encyclopedie (1751-65) of Denis Diderot and Jean le Rond d'Alembert; or Christopher Plantin's Biblia Polyglotta, eight folio volumes of parallel texts in Hebrew, Greek, Syriac and Aramaic, with Latin translations, printed in Antwerp between 1568 and 1573; or John James Audubon's Birds of America (1827-38) with its 435 hand-coloured, life-size prints; or The Works of Geoffrey Chaucer printed in 1896 at William Morris's Kelmscott Press ('a pocket cathedral', according to Edward Burne-Jones); or Mr William Shakespeare's Comedies, Histories, & Tragedies (1623), the book we call the First Folio but shouldn't (because it wasn't). These are big books, both physically and in their impact, but they are also vastly unrepresentative. And in focusing on the connection between print and preservation, we miss the culture of ephemeral texts that Gutenberg's innovation unleashed. His technology produced thousands of copies of texts that didn't endure - alongside a few that did - and Gutenberg, like almost all printers after him, kept his business afloat through these slenderest of texts. The historian Elizabeth Eisenstein caught this nicely when she observed that the printing revolution was not 'centrally about the history of books', but rather a wider, wilder sea of 'images and charts, advertisements and maps, official edicts and indulgences'.
 The preoccupation with Gutenberg's Bible has certainly obscured his broader output, and White is helpful in restoring this legacy. The earliest documented European text printed with movable type was not a two-volume Bible but a single-leaf, 31-line indulgence, printed on vellum by Gutenberg and Peter Schoeffer in 1454, and issued at Erfurt. It is a slight, narrow printed strip with blank spaces left for the date, name and town, which would be added by hand before the indulgence was shown to a confessor to secure forgiveness. The real purpose of the indulgence was less spiritual equanimity than finance: to raise funds for Pope Nicholas V's proposed campaign to defend Cyprus against the Turks. Hundreds of thousands were printed at speeds that must have astonished the watching scribes who had previously produced them by hand. They were distributed by the wagonload to priestly pedlars, and the sale of these indulgences constituted, in White's words, 'the first widespread public exposure to the existence of typography'.
 Many of Gutenberg's earliest texts survive not as whole books but as fragments, torn up and used in the bindings of other books. Pieces of what bibliographers call the Mainz Sibyllenbuch (or 'Book of the Sibyls') - a prophetic retelling, in German rhyming couplets, of Bible stories and the Last Judgment, rather clumsily printed in bold Gothic type and designed to be read aloud to terrified listeners - were found in this state in Mainz in 1892. Several fragments from Gutenberg's editions of Donatus' Ars minor survive inside the spines and covers of other books. The Ars minor was a hugely popular guide to Latin grammar, drawn from Aelius Donatus' fourth-century teachings, and read to pieces by 15th-century schoolboys - an instance of that paradox of popularity, where books read by many readers tend not to survive, while untouched copies live on. (It is a central feature of books and their histories that reading and damage often go together.) One fragment survived in the binding of a 1479 edition of St Augustine's De civitate dei, printed in Basel and bound in Seitenstetten, Austria.
 These instances of recycling and preservation make clear the role of chance in the survival of books. Fragments of older books surviving in newer books also show the wild fluctuations in value attributed to books at different moments in history. It seems astonishing that interest in Gutenberg's Bible waned to such an extent that at least fifteen of them ended up sliced into strips to reinforce more desirable titles - such as a handbook of legal process in Saxony from 1666, the Erneuerte und verbesserte Landes und Procesz-Ordnung, printed at Cothen with a cover made from a repurposed vellum leaf of Gutenberg's Bible with text from 1 Chronicles 4-5, complete with an elegant rubricated capital 'F'. As White notes, blank parchment or paper was costly: better, and more economical, to slice up Gutenberg's Bible.
 White's volume is a 'biography in books', meticulous and, in its quiet way, excited about these sometimes fragmentary remains. The focus is on the books in large part because there are insufficient records even to establish an outline biography, let alone provide a sense of Gutenberg's personal life or thoughts. We have almost no documentation of his first thirty years, and there are big holes in the later life, too. He remains unknowable: an implied but not a felt presence. This is true for all but a small number of 15th-century lives, of course, but it's impossible to ignore the gulf between Gutenberg's great invention and his own elusiveness.
 Posthumous portraits aren't much help. The Gutenberg who appears in Andre Thevet's Les Vrais Pourtraits et vies des hommes illustres (1584) looks suspiciously like Bede or Archimedes or King Skanderbeg or any number of eminences that Thevet depicts. We know that in January 1465 Gutenberg was awarded a generous pension for his service to Adolph II, archbishop of Mainz, the terms of which gave 'dear and faithful' Gutenberg (formulaic rhetoric, or a glimpse of character?) a regular set of court clothes, twenty bushels of grain and two large barrels of wine 'for the use of his house ... every year as long as he lives, on condition that he will not sell it or give it away'. He lived only three more years. But most of what we know about his movements comes from scrappier legal documents and the occasional tax return. He borrowed and lent money in Strasbourg in the 1440s, and went into partnership with Johann Fust, who loaned him eight hundred florins for his new printing business - roughly the value, White notes in one of a number of inadvertently comic phrases, 'of a hundred meaty oxen'. Fust left Gutenberg in 1456 to form a new printing partnership with Peter Schoeffer. Gutenberg seems to have had a habit of falling out with people. A notarised letter of 14 March 1434 records the release of Nikolaus von Worrstadt from prison after his arrest at Gutenberg's request for failing to pay him 310 florins of interest ('the cost of a handsome mansion'). Von Worrstadt was the leading guildmember of the Mainz council so the quarrel must have turned heads. In 1436, the shoemaker Claus Schotten brought a successful defamation suit after Gutenberg maligned him as a liar. To articulate a life in the language of legal acrimony produces a level of discord that is almost certainly misleading. White judges that these scattered glimpses 'do not paint a pretty picture of Gutenberg's character', but who can say?
 No monuments were erected to Gutenberg after his death and he seems quickly to have been forgotten, or replaced by other names. Erasmus, who knew a thing or two about printed books, thought that Fust and Schoeffer had invented printing; others made claims for Johannes Mentelin in Strasbourg, or Laurens Janszoon Coster in Haarlem. Perhaps even more surprising is how quickly Gutenberg's Bible dwindled into obscurity before, much later, being restored to its foundational position. The Reformation created a huge demand for vernacular Protestant Bibles, while many other Latin Bibles were printed for Catholics. Gutenberg's edition became 'entirely obsolete', and when it began to re-emerge as an object of interest, its perceived nature had changed: no longer a book for devotional practice, it was now a bibliographical origin point. In the 18th and 19th centuries, librarians, antiquarians and grasping collectors such as George John, 2nd Earl Spencer (1758-1834), hunted down copies as part of a pursuit of artefacts that would constitute a history of printing. At Althorp, Spencer assembled 'probably the finest private library in Europe' (according to the contemporary bibliographer Thomas Dibdin) and served as first president of the bibliophilic Roxburghe Club, founded in 1812; he sought out not only Gutenberg's Bible, but all incunabula (books printed before 1501). Such was the pull of Gutenberg that by 1801 Spencer was even collecting those ephemeral indulgences from 1454 which, once used in confession, had mostly fluttered to the muddy Erfurt ground to be trampled underfoot.
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Nutshell Crime Scenes
Tess Little

3031 wordsThe  rape kit is a cardboard box containing ordinary items anyone might own: envelopes, combs, swabs, nail clippers. But the packaging together of these things in Chicago in the 1970s enabled the standardisation of evidence collection following a sexual assault, greatly increasing the likelihood of prosecution. At the time, US state laws tended to define rape as something that occurs when the accused 'has carnal knowledge of a female' who is 'not his wife' and this takes place 'forcibly and against her will'. Under this definition, men could not be raped and wives could not be raped by their husbands. Sexual violence was conceptualised as something that happened outside the home, perpetrated by violent strangers. If the accuser had known the alleged rapist, if there were no signs of struggle, who was to say a crime had been committed? The question for police and prosecutors was whether the victim had consented, and because rape usually occurred without other witnesses, only the victim could prove this.
Unlike other kinds of victim, the raped person was treated as a suspect. It was the victim who had to submit to an invasive medical examination, the victim who was interrogated. When a woman went to a Chicago hospital after a sexual assault, she would be asked to remove her clothes so they could be used as evidence. Police would cross-examine her and ask whether she had seduced her assailant. Had she enjoyed it? A 1973 training manual advised cadets that 'many women will claim they have been raped in order to get revenge against an unfaithful lover.' Afterwards, the victim would be sent home in a police car for all her neighbours to see, wearing paper slippers and a surgical gown. One Chicago sexual assault unit had pink underwear strung over its office sign. On at least one occasion, a police officer in the city asked a woman to strip off to display her injuries and then shared the photographs with his friends. Similar things happened to women across America and Europe; but even so, the Chicago Police Department, with its culture of misogyny, corruption and racism, was an unlikely birthplace for a revolution in the approach to cases of sexual assault.
When the journalist Pagan Kennedy began investigating the origin of the rape kit she looked it up on Wikipedia. Its invention was credited to Sergeant Louis Vitullo of the Chicago Police Department, whose name appeared on what became known as the Vitullo Evidence Collection Kit. But another name was also associated with it: Martha 'Marty' Goddard. In 1972, Goddard started volunteering at Metro-Help, a Chicago crisis centre for homeless teenagers, fielding calls from desperate girls, many of whom had been abused but were treated as criminals and charged with prostitution or vagrancy. Around the same time, she got a job at the Wieboldt Foundation, a charity established by a wealthy Chicago family, which enabled her to lobby on behalf of victims. In 1973, there were around sixteen thousand sexual assaults in the Chicago area, but fewer than fifty cases reached trial, with only a handful of convictions. Goddard began meeting victim advocates, prosecutors, hospital management and police to try to understand the reasons for this.
Police officers argued that hospital staff were to blame because they failed to collect evidence properly. DNA identification was not yet possible, but with proper samples, a suspect's blood type could be determined and the presence of semen confirmed. Doctors didn't collect hair or fingernail scrapings. They contaminated evidence on clothes, cutting through bullet holes and knife slashes, or threw them away. A standardised process would ensure that evidence was admissible and would improve the experience of victims. Goddard set up a meeting with Vitullo, then in charge of microanalysis at Chicago police's crime lab and presented her idea: an evidence kit.
After the St Valentine's Day Massacre - a Chicago gang shooting in 1929 which left seven people dead - local businessmen funded a team of forensic experts to examine the bullets and bloodstains. Chicago's crime laboratory, established soon after that, pioneered ballistics study, using techniques like split-image comparison, in which a pair of microscopes were linked to one eyepiece and bullets rotated to see whether their scratches matched, which would mean they had been shot from the same gun. The lab also analysed hair and fibres, casts of footprints and tyre tracks, and discovered new serological techniques. At the 1933 Chicago World's Fair, the lab sold souvenir boxes containing bullets that had supposedly been 'fired from a Machine Gun taken from Chicago Gangsters'. The murder of eight nurses in their student residence one night in 1966 returned the lab to public attention. When fingerprints were found at the scene, the microscope unit swiftly matched them with FBI records and identified the killer. Photographs of Vitullo scrutinising the murder weapon, a hunting knife, were splashed across the newspapers.
Vitullo and Goddard are both now dead, but Cynthia Gehrie, an activist who worked closely with Goddard, remembered Goddard telling her that when they met Vitullo had 'screamed' at her for 'wasting his time'. But then he asked to see her again: he had changed his mind and made a prototype kit. Other sources corroborated this story, including one who said that Vitullo had pressured Goddard into naming the kit after him. Kennedy wonders whether this was in fact a strategic decision on Goddard's part: it was the Citizens Committee for Victim Assistance, a non-profit organisation she established, which in 1978 trademarked the kit under Vitullo's name.
Other rape kits were developed around the same time in California and Pennsylvania, but Kennedy dismisses them as 'unscientific'. The Californian kit, which collected evidence from suspect and victim, was accompanied by advice for the police: if the victim seemed 'a sleazy freelance prostitute' they could end the examination - a neat excuse for any officer who wasn't keen on wiping a suspect's penis across a microscope slide. The Chicago kit was the first to be rolled out systematically. Goddard's real innovation was not the kit itself, but the set procedure and the training that accompanied it, ensuring that samples were collected, labelled and tracked properly, and that victims were treated sensitively.
The Chicago Police Department wouldn't foot the bill for the kit; Goddard was left to fundraise. Most philanthropists weren't keen to get involved, but one local entrepreneur cared little for respectability. In 1965 Hugh Hefner, founder of Playboy, had established a foundation to fund organisations promoting individual freedoms, including abortion. Hefner made millions objectifying women and once declared of feminists that 'these chicks are our natural enemy,' but sexual liberation was central to his politics. The August 1973 issue of Playboy included a letter co-signed by Ruth Bader Ginsburg from the new Women's Rights Project of the American Civil Liberties Union thanking the foundation for its 'generous support'. Metro-Help also received funding from the Playboy Foundation, and while volunteering at Metro-Help, Goddard met Margaret Standish, the foundation's assistant director. She applied for a $10,000 grant. 'I took a lot of flak from the women's movement,' Goddard remembered decades later. 'Boy, was I roasted for that.' Standish offered further support, hosting galas at the Playboy Mansion and inviting pensioners to the Playboy offices to put kits together. Even the boxes bore the magazine's touch: its graphic designers were responsible for the logo on the kit, which showed a long-haired woman in profile. As Kennedy emphasises, Goddard was careful to distance herself from radical feminists, but she still attracted the attention of the Red Squad, a police intelligence unit that infiltrated the Black Panthers and women's groups.
The final kit was about the size of a hardback and cost $2.50. A label on the front had a form for medical staff to fill in, and another for police to give the time and date when they had picked up the victim. 'SEAL HERE WITH EVIDENCE TAPE' was written in the lower right-hand corner. All the text was printed in cool blue. Inside were swabs, combs, nail clippers, glass slides, envelopes for samples and paper bags for clothes. The kit also included a 'procedure checklist', a form to record the victim's consent, another to note findings and a card providing information on counselling and treatment for victims.
In 1978 Goddard delivered the first kits to 25 hospitals in the Chicago area; by the end of 1979 about three thousand kits had been used. Before the kits, almost a third of the evidence collected from sexual assault victims in Cook County, Illinois had been inadmissible; after they were introduced, that figure fell to 2 per cent. Other cities soon followed Chicago's example, with New York adopting the Vitullo kit in 1982. A few years later, Goddard received $99,000 from the Department of Justice to set up pilot programmes in fourteen states. 'Imagine how many years it took us to go from state's attorney to state's attorney to cop to detective to deputy to doctor to paediatrician to nurse to nurse practitioner,' Goddard said. 'I felt I had to save the world and I was going to start with Chicago.'
In the early 1980s, when Kennedy was at college, she went to an editorial meeting of a feminist newspaper at which there was a discussion about 'newly emergent legal definitions of rape'. 'I had no knowledge of [Goddard's] crusade back then,' she writes, but 'I now see how the ripples she stirred had spread out in concentric rings to touch me, along with so many other women coming of age back then.' As a student, she witnessed a Take Back the Night march and saw the phrase 'rape culture' graffitied on campus buildings, yet she fails to show that such events were part of a broader movement, along with rape kits, consciousness-raising and lobbying for legal reform. Kennedy thinks that anti-rape organising began after feminists were 'emboldened by the victory' of Roe v. Wade in 1973, but it predated this, emerging from the women's liberation movement. Women in California organised an 'anti-rape squad' in 1970 and the first Rape Crisis Centre opened in Oakland in 1971 (it closed this year); New York Radical Feminists held a rape speakout in 1971. By 1973, at least sixteen anti-rape groups had been established across the US.
In her book Inventology (2016), Kennedy explored the way innovations like the wheeled suitcase and the mobile phone were brought into being. In The Secret History of the Rape Kit, she underscores the politics of this process: inventions used by women - like cradles and bras - are rarely seen as technologies, and when women invent things men have tended to get the credit. Sybilla Righton Masters invented a mechanical corn mill in 1715, but the patent was filed by her husband in accordance with US law at the time. Kennedy places the 'Vitullo' trademarking alongside this story. Another possible comparison is with the Del Em kit, which she doesn't mention.
In the early 1970s, Harvey Karman, who wasn't clinically qualified, ran an underground abortion service in Los Angeles. He inserted a flexible tube, known as the 'Karman cannula', into the uterus, attached to a syringe for suction. This technique was less invasive than the usual scraping method and so quick that it was nicknamed the 'lunch-hour abortion'. Women's liberation activists running their own self-help clinic began studying Karman's method. One member, Lorraine Rothman, noticed a dangerous oversight: there was no valve to stop air passing into the uterus. Using easily acquired materials - aquarium tubing, a Mason jar - Rothman made a menstrual extraction device called the Del Em. The idea was that women could use the Del Em to extract their menses regularly - which would also remove very early pregnancies. Karman never patented his cannula, yet in the medical world his name, not Rothman's, is usually linked to menstrual extraction. Both this method and the Vitullo kit are associated with men, even though in both cases a woman made the invention workable; both inventions made use of commonplace objects; both refashioned technologies to make them work for women.
Goddard was keenly aware of the kit's limitations. Forensic examinations were too invasive for minors and so she introduced 'Show and Tell Me' dolls to the Chicago Police Department to help children explain what had happened to them: these rag dolls had button eyes, woollen hair and anatomically correct genitals. According to a 1981 article in the New York Times, when Goddard first tried to train police officers to use the dolls, they flung them about like 'hot potatoes' and 'cracked jokes for about twenty minutes before the training session resumed'. The kits could not circumvent the racism of the justice system. Black women were less likely to report a rape: a Chicago activist called Vera Hubbard described establishment attitudes as 'What the heck, it's black on black, no big deal.' There was a long history of false accusations against African American boys and men for assaulting white women. 'In the history of the United States,' Angela Davis wrote, 'the fraudulent rape charge stands out as one of the most formidable artifices invented by racism.' Black women knew that reporting assault might result in police violence within their communities. Access to help was also unequal. In 1982, Goddard told a state legislative committee that it was 'no secret that the handful of services available for rape victims' were located in wealthier neighbourhoods and not 'on the South and West Sides of Chicago where a majority of our black victims reside'.
Properly collected evidence could, however, make wrongful convictions less likely. It could also bolster the word of African American women, as in the 1975 trial of Joan Little, an inmate in a North Carolina prison who stabbed a white guard with an ice pick while defending herself from sexual assault: the guard had pinned her down, held the weapon to her neck and demanded that she perform oral sex. The medical examiner who was the first to arrive on the scene carefully collected samples, including semen. Along with the autopsy report, which concluded that the wounds showed Little had acted in self-defence, this secured an acquittal, even though county detectives had destroyed other evidence, discarding bloody sheets and wiping fingerprints from the ice pick.
DNA testing began in the late 1980s and could be used even on old rape kits. At least it could if the contents were actually tested. In 2009, an investigation into the mishandling of crime-scene evidence in Detroit found more than eleven thousand rape kits dating back as far as the 1980s stashed in an old parking garage. Backlogs were discovered across the country; it was estimated that up to 400,000 kits had not been analysed. Police departments claimed they could not afford the processing, but as Kennedy points out, this doesn't ring true: from 1977 to 2020, state and local law-enforcement budgets nationwide almost tripled. 'Why would you put someone through this very invasive, whole-body exam, which is traumatising in itself, take their rape kit and just let it sit there?' Natasha Alexenko, an activist whose own kit went untested for a decade, asked.
Eventually, the government announced $41 million in federal grants to help reduce the backlog, which states supplemented with their own funding. As tests were processed, cold cases were solved and serial attackers identified. The resulting data overturned long-held profiling beliefs: that serial rapists are rare; that each predator has a distinct modus operandi; that offenders are either 'stranger' or 'acquaintance' rapists. The data showed that serial rapists are not uncommon and that they are opportunists, attacking strangers, relatives and acquaintances alike. A victim who knows her assailant and who volunteers for testing may well hold the key to catching a serial offender.
When this scandal hit the headlines, Goddard was no longer working as a victim advocate. From the late 1980s, she had become increasingly reclusive, then disappeared altogether. Much of Kennedy's narrative follows her search for Goddard. It turns out that she died in obscurity in 2015 after suffering from alcoholism, possibly as a result of burnout from all her lobbying and advocacy, all the horrific stories of assault she'd heard and her own experience of sexual violence. In the late 1970s, Goddard had been raped at knifepoint, leaving her with chronic herpes. Kennedy tracked down Goddard's nephew, who remembered childhood vacations with his aunt. He told her that Goddard, who used to build tiny model rooms, had made a replica of the Little House on the Prairie and that they had visited the Art Institute of Chicago to look at its miniatures, those gilded scenes of domesticity. Kennedy wonders whether in these dioramas 'Marty wasn't building tiny crime scenes peppered with clues, if somehow she was leaving a message about whatever it was that tormented her'. She compares Goddard's rooms to Frances Glessner Lee's 'Nutshell Studies of Unexplained Death'. In the 1940s, Glessner Lee, the first American female police captain and a pioneer of forensic science, constructed dollhouse-size recreations of actual crime scenes to train investigators. Nutshell scenes, shoebox parlours, cardboard kits: as well as the interest in minuscule detail, the imposition of order and containment seems important here.
Goddard's system didn't solve the problem of the invasive nature of evidence collection. A victim of assault must keep on the clothes they were wearing during the attack, and remain unwashed. They must wait to be examined, no matter how long it takes. It's little wonder that many do not come forward. At-home kits like the MeToo Kit aim to empower victims but have been criticised because self-collected evidence is more easily ruled inadmissible and because their use makes it less likely that victims will seek medical care. Earlier this year, a non-profit organisation called Enough handed out DNA-sampling kits to Bristol students, claiming this would 'give power to survivors and deter perpetrators'. Yet the question in university sexual assault cases is often not whether sex occurred, but whether consent was given, or withdrawn. What about consent for certain acts and not others? Half a century after Goddard invented her kit, it is easier than ever to identify perpetrators, and just as difficult to prove a crime was committed at all.
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At Modern Two
Protest Photography
Daniel Trilling

1916 wordsOne of the most striking images in Resistance, Steve McQueen's survey of protest photography in 20th-century Britain (at Modern Two in Edinburgh until 4 January), is a blurry, black and white shot of Christabel Pankhurst, Flora Drummond and Emmeline Pankhurst in the dock at Bow Street Magistrates' Court in 1908. The three suffragettes, on trial for incitement to disorder for a handbill that encouraged supporters to 'rush' the House of Commons, look towards the front of the courtroom with glazed expressions. They are leaning forward, elbows on the railings, heads propped up by hands. Are they listening intently or bored to death? Or are they feigning boredom in a display of contempt? The picture leaves the question hanging. The fact it exists at all is due to an act of subterfuge: it was taken by Arthur Barrett, a photographer for the Daily Mirror who smuggled a camera into court concealed in his top hat. He had cut a small flap in the hat to allow the lens to peek out and, as he said later, 'clicked the shutter and coughed at the same time and hurried out of court'.
The exhibition covers the period between 1903 and 2003, beginning with the suffragettes and ending with images of protests in London and Edinburgh against the Iraq War. Although the events depicted are familiar territory for an exhibition concerned with social history - the Great Depression, postwar immigration, Greenham Common, the miners' strike - McQueen foregrounds the photographic image itself as a site of political struggle. For the most part, he avoids bombastic or stylised imagery. (There are some works from the Picture Post tradition, but these are in the minority.) Instead, this selection of almost two hundred images, displayed as small or medium-sized black and white prints, draws attention to the camera's ambiguous role in representing popular movements that sought to challenge power. The section on the suffragettes, for instance, displays pictures taken for a range of purposes. Some, like Barrett's stolen snap, reflect the appetites of the news media, driven by commerce and sensation, but which campaigners learned to use to their advantage, tipping off press photographers about their plans in advance. (An image from 1910 of Ada Wright, sprawled on the floor outside the House of Commons after being assaulted by policemen, was considered so shocking that the government demanded the negatives be destroyed after the Mirror ran it on its front page.) Sometimes, members of the movement took contro of the camera, as Norah Smyth did when documenting the East London Federation of the Suffragettes; at other times, the camera was wielded for actively hostile purposes - as in a Special Branch surveillance image of the Pankhursts.
 
[image: ]Arthur Barrett's surreptitious photograph from Bow Street Magistrate's Court (1908).




McQueen's own images don't feature in the exhibition, but the curation reflects his artistic as well as political concerns. The subject matter overlaps with his cinematic interest in British social history - the 2020 Small Axe anthology on West Indians in the UK, for instance, or last year's Blitz - but there's also an affinity between the way the power dynamics of the photographs shift throughout the exhibition and the unstable, intimate but also slightly voyeuristic way in which McQueen's camera noses up to people and withdraws again in his own films. (Think of the ecstatic dance scene in 'Lover's Rock' from Small Axe, or the close-ups of prisoners' bodies in Hunger.) McQueen takes us very close - uncomfortably close - to his subjects, but in ways that never allow us to forget the presence of the camera. Illicit photographs crop up more than once in Resistance, but their context varies. With Special Branch and the suffragettes, it's the state watching those it deems subversive. An undated surveillance photo, which appears in a section on fascism, was taken by postwar anti-fascists keeping tabs on the far right. They're using similar methods to Special Branch, but to different ends.
It is striking how many people are smiling in the images on display. In a picture from 1949-50, taken by an unknown photographer, sharply dressed men and women beam at the camera. It could be a wedding or a birthday party (and perhaps it is) but the subjects are members of the anti-fascist 43 Group, a network of Jewish ex-servicemen and others who campaigned against the resurgent British far right after the Second World War. Their tactics weren't pretty. They turned up at Oswald Mosley's public meetings and started fights or rushed the platform. They tracked far-right activists and sometimes, on quiet, dark streets, beat them up. But the group portrait shows a different side to their activities, and an emotion that, in the context, is just as politically potent. It's not a stretch to imagine that everyone in the photograph knew someone who had been murdered in the Holocaust. This kind of celebratory defiance recurs throughout the exhibition. Sometimes it's deployed as a deliberate political tactic. Members of the Gay Liberation Front are pictured in drag in 1971 outside Bow Street Magistrates' Court (that place again) after having disrupted the Miss World competition. At other times, as in Matthew Smith's image of revellers with their arms in the air at a warehouse party in Bristol in 1995, the year after the Criminal Justice Act tried to shut down the rave scene, the defiance is spontaneous.
'Resistance has been my life,' McQueen writes in his introduction to the catalogue (Monument Books, PS25). To explain what he means by that, he cites two encounters from his childhood: a neighbour who used to pass him newspaper cuttings with stories about revolutions and uprisings; and his experience of being sent to a Black supplementary school in the 1970s - his parents' way of countering racist discrimination in mainstream education. To this, he adds the exhilaration he felt taking part in his first demonstration - against the abolition of student maintenance grants - in the late 1980s. McQueen is the product of a time when a particular view of progressive politics was in the ascendant, one that sees social change as the product of distinct grassroots movements, each centred on a particular cause. You can see this reflected in the arrangement of the exhibition. Although the overall structure is chronological, images are grouped together by theme - workers' rights, feminism, anti-racism and so on. These diverse struggles, the curation implies, contribute cumulatively to the fight against injustice.
[image: ]Anti-war protest in London, February 2003, photographed by Andrew Wiard. 




That might seem an obvious point, since it's our standard way of thinking about left-wing politics. But it's a choice nonetheless, and it raises a question about the period covered by the exhibition. Resistance spans the hundred years or so during which the photographic print was the primary medium of visual communication. Aesthetically and technically, this makes sense. Politically, however, it's curious, since many of the causes represented in the exhibition are under assault again today, both in the UK and abroad. By looking back, without any explicit connection to the present, doesn't Resistance run the risk of becoming an exercise in nostalgia? Or does it have something to tell us about our own time?
That question is harder to answer than McQueen might wish. Sweeping narratives have trade-offs. We don't learn much about the way the subjects of the photographs understood their struggles or the way this might have changed over time. The communists and socialists pictured in the hunger marches of the 1920s and 1930s would have stressed the importance of organising, on the basis of class, in an international movement. How had that changed by the time of the miners' strike? Nor is there much interrogation of the concept of resistance itself. The inclusion of pictures of National Front members in the 1970s (who presumably thought they were resisting something) shows that resistance is not always a progressive force. And what about the missteps and conflicts that arise among those who share a common cause? As Daniel Sonabend recounts in his history of the 43 Group, We Fight Fascists (2019), the network included both Zionist and anti-Zionist Jews; they could agree on the need to fight fascism, but not on the need for a Jewish state or the methods that should be employed to establish it. Other disagreements and contradictions are present but not acknowledged. Emmeline Pankhurst, at one point in her life, thought British imperialism was good for the world; Jomo Kenyatta, posing for a portrait at the Fifth Pan-African Congress in Manchester in 1945, plainly did not. No exhibition can be exhaustive, but a few provocations would make for a more interesting, and more useful, show.
Resistance mitigates its constraints thanks in part to a fluid layout. The different thematic sections are not rigidly demarcated; in some rooms two or more themes jostle for space and some pictures are placed out of chronological order. This gives the feeling of dozens of little time loops and hops - the suffragettes' propaganda-of-the-deed tactics blur into the 'die-ins' staged by hunger marchers in Central London several decades later; the South Asian women leading the Grunwick strike of 1977 are jumbled up with white miners on strike at Easington in 1984. A room devoted to anti-fascist and anti-racist struggles leads onto a corridor in which a few haunting pictures from the Troubles are displayed, including two taken with a camera smuggled into a prison.
These hazy boundaries serve to refocus our attention on what's distinctive in these photographs, and especially on those that show people simply getting on with the business of living. Paul Trevor's photographs of Bangladeshis in Brick Lane in the 1970s capture a community resisting racist discrimination and violent intimidation from the National Front. Many Bangladeshis were unfairly denied council housing, to which the community responded with one of the UK's most successful mass squatters' movements. Trevor's images of street demonstrations have found their way into other recent exhibitions, such as The 1980s: Photographing Britain at Tate Britain earlier this year. But here they are accompanied by pictures of the community's domestic life. The homes they show are dilapidated, crowded, plainly insufficient. But that's not all they show. In one image, a woman in a sari delivers a lesson to a dozen small children, caught with their mouths open, mid-recital. This tells us as much, if not more, about what 'resistance' can look like.
It's unguarded moments like these that make the familiar strange again. Hunger-march organisers oversee camp breakfasts, while fifty years later volunteers prepare meals in a solidarity kitchen at Easington during the miners' strike. Mourners fill the streets for the funeral of Kelso Cochrane, murdered by racists in Notting Hill in 1959. The Headscarf Revolutionaries - women from Hull who campaigned for greater safety at sea after the deaths of trawlermen in the 1960s - quietly read through their notes on the train to London, en route to Parliament. 'We are here, we are alive and we matter,' is the message so many of these images convey. But, much like McQueen's other explorations of British history, Resistance leaves it to us to work out what that legacy means today.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.lrb.co.uk/the-paper/v47/n21/daniel-trilling/at-modern-two



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



Abridged Cow Skeleton
Josie Mitchell

2631 wordsIs sin  an inescapable condition? Ruth, the narrator of Kate Riley's first novel, has given this question much thought. When she asks forgiveness, she does so in the knowledge that she will 'sin again immediately'. If she controls her sins of commission (lies, covetousness), she knows she will be undone by her innumerable sins of omission (withheld laughter, boredom). In her bleak moral arithmetic, the day's failures will always outweigh its successes.
 Ruth was born in Gracefield, Michigan, a Christian commune run by the Brotherhood, a fictional Anabaptist sect with settlements across North America. Like the Amish and Mennonites, its members wear plain garments and keep their faces bare, in a 'constantly recalibrating state of voluntary poverty'. In order to embrace the values of the peace-church tradition - non-violence, communal goods, decision by consensus - they live apart from society, the better to heed the charter of the Sermon on the Mount.
 For as long as she can remember, Ruth has felt like 'an imposter among human beings'. Part of her longs to make herself smaller, humbler, more obedient; another part rolls her eyes at the hypocrisies of religious life. The novel traces Ruth's awkward passage through the Brotherhood - from her childhood in the 1960s to late middle age - in a series of wry vignettes that draw out the contradictions of faith. From the beginning she has an abiding sense of defect: she knows that 'God, Jesus, her mother' and 'all of her dead relatives' can read her mind, and so, in order to avoid inspection, she walks about in 'ardent imitation' of a child whose soul requires no monitor. Inside, she thinks the words 'shit' and 'sex' and imagines the private parts of cavemen and Egyptians. She finds a wriggling eft - a juvenile newt - in the woods and, as if driven by 'holy orders', decides to post it to her grandparents in a bottle of dishwashing liquid. After she realises that the creature has died, she is forced to watch her father extract its 'softening carcass', disturbed at the consequence of what she had thought a message from the angels. So begins a relationship with God that is never simple.
 The communes, known as Dorfs, have everything one might need: nursery, school, kitchen and dormitories, and a vast Meeting Hall that smells of 'cedar and beeswax', where people come together for prayer and 'Love Meals'. Life in the community follows a certain pattern: on-site education for the younger children, then a brief spell (required by American law) at the local high school, where the boys blend in by removing their chambray button-downs and the girls remain unassimilable in long skirts and polka-dotted kerchiefs. The life markers that follow - baptism, courtship, marriage - are just as prescribed, but with more scope for error.
 Ruth disappoints a succession of elders who urge her to cultivate a simple devotion to 'Christ, the man'; she responds by asking them questions about Simone Weil and the moral implications of the Holocaust. 'We mustn't let religious language get in the way of our daily work,' says Gerda, wife of the commune's leader, who seeks to prepare her for baptism. Ruth's cleverness keeps surfacing in the form of ironic asides and mutinous mental footnotes, but the church has no use for them, except as further evidence of her failure to belong. Her wit is wasted on a society that celebrates the humble virtues of canning produce and chopping wood, while treating intellect as a barrier to faith.
 Ruth worries that, given her shortcomings, she may never marry. A brother can ask permission to begin correspondence with a baptised sister, but all 'licit courtship' is mediated by the elders. Since there are fewer men than women in the Brotherhood, the elders decide who will remain 'single-hearted', serving out their lives in the congregation without a partner, 'with varying concession to grief and bitterness'. When Ruth develops a disorienting crush on Calvin Winslow, she has no way of speaking to him, and ends up crying in the laundry room on the morning of his wedding to Giddy Dettweiler, after being tasked with writing a cursive G on the celebratory sign. In the end, Ruth meets her future husband, Alan, at the Meeting Hall bulletin board. He has just come back from three years of 'experimental apostasy' in the outside world and this gives him an appealing sheen of defiance. Leaving the community for stints of self-exploration seems to be reserved for men.
 The third-person narration remains tethered to Ruth, who looks aslant at the daily happenings on the Dorf: two sisters ladle mulled wine from a stockpot 'in syncopation'; a class of children unearth an 'abridged cow skeleton'. Ruth's discernment emerges from Riley's own gift for language. The sentences are tart, exact and pleased with their own compression, landing like punchlines: 'She was named Ruth before anyone could intervene'; 'Weeks passed and Hiram did not. Eternity abated.' The tone, bone-dry, is always tilting this melancholy novel towards the comic.
 The novel's middle sections explore the commune's elaborate structures of control. A group that renounces violence must find subtler ways to discipline its members: correction is everywhere but rarely named, appearing as oblique denials of permission, folded notes and superficially gentle admonishments. The rules are opaque and unpredictable. At one point bicycles, musical instruments and recorded music are banned overnight for 'lacking scriptural precedent'. Yet, she reflects, 'bothering the meniscus' of a pot of borscht, beetroot is also absent from the Bible.
 To 'break the spine of family worship', the elders send all unmarried young people, known as the Shalom, to live and work in other households - the goal is 'familiarity without favouritism'. Ruth is placed with Martha, a stern woman she tries in vain to win over, first with jokes and then with stories of 'the adorable behaviour of animals'. Families, too, are relocated from one Dorf to another: 'Summonses to move appeared, like late library book notices and anonymous encouragement, in one's mail-room cubby, faxed from foreign elders and always signed with love.' Over the course of her life, Ruth is moved repeatedly, from Gracefield to Edendale to Cedar Hollow and onwards, from Minnesota to Ontario.
 In this way, Riley layers two views of the church: on the one hand, a hidden but unquestionable authority, 'like some pulsing larval queen'; on the other, a fretful collective of brothers and sisters uncertain how to channel God's will: 'Should children pray?' 'Could sports be holy?' Might 'humming conduct sin'?
 An irony not lost on Riley is that the Brotherhood can chart its origins to a period of radical religious dissent. In fifth grade, Ruth and her class storm the Meeting Hall and nail Martin Luther's 95 Theses to a 'pre-approved door'. Riley conjures a backdrop of 'stateless and churchless' predecessors, chased across 'the forested margins of Europe, and martyred whenever caught' - a nod to the early Anabaptists in the 16th century. She seems to have drawn liberally from the Bruderhof, a peace church founded in Germany in the 1920s and exiled by the Nazis for resisting conscription and refusing to salute Hitler. The group eventually put down roots in England and the United States. A century on, the Bruderhof supports itself through a children's toy company, Community Playthings, which manufactures wooden cars, trucks and aeroplanes that come with a reassuring fifteen-year warranty. Unlike the Amish or Hutterites, whose settlements remain largely closed to outsiders, the Bruderhof welcomes new members: its website announces that the movement is open to 'all who have received a call to the service of Christ in brotherly and sisterly community'.
 Riley didn't grow up in a commune - she was raised in Manhattan - but in her mid-twenties she lived for about a year with a group that sounds very like the Bruderhof, and the novel began as an email correspondence with the New York Times critic Molly Young about the experience. This may be part of what gives the book its almost ethnographic fidelity to the minutiae of community life. Riley writes at times like an anthropologist, someone who has fought to comprehend the fellowship's hermetic logic and can't quite resist showing her workings, tallying merits and failings on an abacus.
 She neither dismisses the sect outright as a patriarchal cult nor romanticises its self-denials as a cure-all for modernity. Instead she seems driven to understand the system, even as it falters. At her most brutal she makes the community look not just confused but ridiculous: as a child, Ruth hears church members playing Martin Luther King's 'I Have a Dream' speech on the Meeting Hall speakers, but rather than marching at Selma, the Brotherhood prefers to bake pies for the county's harvest festival or to spend hours debating whether buttons (a reference to militarism) are ungodly. 'Black people, along with the poor and the unborn, were ever but only present in theory, elect in affliction and loved in abstract.' Yet Riley takes seriously the church's desire to step away from the 'fractious disputes of faith, property and purpose' found in the outside world. She never commits to a full send-up of the commune with its perpetual singing, hiking and floor-buffing; beside Ruth's brittle witticisms are moments of quiet devotion rendered with compelling simplicity.
 The Anabaptists - named for their insistence on adult baptism - belong to the lineage of believers who, as William James put it in The Varieties of Religious Experience, are 'twice-born': their faith turns on conversion or new birth. James sees them as an anxious lot, always seeking to redefine their relationship with God, and scared that they are destined to fail. Riley, who studied philosophy at Yale, seems drawn to these theological conundrums. Her characters pray every day and sing together yet remain unsure that they are worthy of God's love. Kurt Ayler, after missing a kitchen shift, diagnoses himself with 'spiritual torpor' and requests a period of formal solitude called 'exclusion', a punishment and cure at once: 'Kurt would have no chats or handshakes, eat his meals alone in his room like a convict, and meet daily with various elders to palpate the dead node of his faith.'
 Ruth comes to see that her waves of sadness, boredom, loneliness and irritation are not the sort of suffering that leads to grace, and she envies the dignity conferred on those with more noble struggles. When Benji Blocher proposes to Susan Becker after being diagnosed with terminal pancreatic cancer, Ruth wonders: 'What in bland Susan would merit a widow's dignity at 25?' Motherhood, too, proves unintuitive. All three of Ruth's children depress her, but the youngest leaves her with a postpartum depression that she observes with 'remote fascination'. Alan is the sort of husband who wakes the children, reads them the Bible, sings a song, takes them to school and then goes to work, all while Ruth stays in bed - not out of tenderness for his wife but because he is a good Christian.
 In time, Ruth withdraws from the prayer meetings and shared meals. Her rebellion is reduced to small acts of banal sabotage, like folding paper towels into the batter of the pancakes she cooks for her family. At moments her self-pity borders on the absurd: faced with another of Alan's interminable monologues, she feels 'the fissure of good and evil run straight through her heart' - a borrowing from The Gulag Archipelago.
In showing  that these closed communities may produce more psychic suffering than the outside world, Riley's novel invites comparison with the work of Miriam Toews, who grew up in a Mennonite community in Manitoba, and whose books - A Complicated Kindness, Women Talking - describe the silence and endemic depression that such places can produce. A counterpoint might be Marilynne Robinson's Gilead novels, set in small-town Iowa, which imagine a Calvinist Protestantism suffused with grace. Where Robinson insists on the possibility of quiet redemption within community, Riley shows the way the communal can corrode, and suggests that grace, if it exists at all, may be found only through compulsive and uncompromising humility.
 At their best, Riley's spare vignettes can distil decades into a single scene: Ruth in her twenties watching a VHS about the Aids crisis in a darkened room as she crochets an Afghan rug, secretly pregnant; or in her fifties, alone, drawing the curtains against the late morning and lancing a wart with a dull needle while 'thinking critically of the Bible'. But over 250 pages Riley's sharp, epigrammatic prose, the density of meaning she's able to achieve in a few lines, can begin to wear. At moments the novel seems more a collection of arresting sentences than of scenes:
 Few plumbed vanity with the deftness of the high school girls. Their lives were devised to discourage embodiment: like all women in the community, they worked in long skirts, slept in long flannels, and transitioned between the two under a bell-shaped modesty garment even while alone. Their faces were medievally bare. And yet even upholstered and naked they defied. 

 Rather than expanding outwards, the novel's final third remains subdued and episodic, reiterating Ruth's eccentricities and the Dorfs' rituals. Riley's adherence to the Brotherhood's restrictions on intimacy creates a fragmented structure: Ruth and Alan move from Dorf to Dorf, her children are raised communally or sent as Shalom elsewhere, and characters appear only to vanish. This makes it hard for her - and for the reader - to form lasting attachments. The result is a novel that is vivid, even brilliant, in parts, but also diffuse. Riley could have pushed further at the implications of communal life, but chooses to stay close to Ruth's mordant depression.
 One of the most striking details comes almost in passing. We learn late in the novel that exclusion - the choice to request penitential silence - has a habit of sweeping through the Dorfs. Ruth recalls a time when 'more than half of the Brotherhood had been in exclusion', a rite one asks for 'in public and in despair'. The excluded can't attend meetings or sing; they work silently among fellow church members and, should they die, would be damned without petition. Ruth calls it the 'exclusion-industrial complex'. What could it mean that so many would choose separation and withdrawal in a commune founded on common ownership and collective song? It's a striking proposition, and one the novel only glances at. Instead, the denouement has passages on the Dorf's greeting-card etiquette, a community production of Peer Gynt and yet further evidence of Ruth's oddity - including her insistence that the word 'schlurpy' causes 'more distress than Pol Pot and Biafra combined'.
 A more conventional novel might have offered catharsis, but Riley prefers dissonance. The tension she sustains - between reverence and satire, irony and submission - gives the book its austere charge. Riley is concerned less with religious feeling than with scripture's social afterlife: the way a community attempts to enact its values, and the question of whether belonging to such an insular world represents a life well lived. One could imagine Ruth flourishing as a graduate student at a divinity school, analysing troublesome, esoteric passages from scripture, but instead she finds a calling drawing irreverent cartoons on the shop whiteboard. It is only late in life that Ruth begins to sense that her own spiritual anxiety may be a synecdoche for the community's - that she is 'a nervous island on a nervous island'. Perhaps, she thinks, her failings are not personal at all but structural, symptoms of a collective uncertainty that the community itself can't name: a conviction that meaning exists, somewhere, coupled with a perpetual doubt as to whether one is worthy of it.
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Desperate Character
J. Hoberman

2490 wordsComic  strips and comic books are quintessential creations of America's 20th-century culture industry. They are also perhaps its lowliest products. Yet this trash medium, with its presumed audience of subliterates and kids, has produced its own geniuses, not all of whom were Disney prodigies of brand creation and marketing. Chester Gould, the hard-boiled newsman responsible for the harsh dynamism of the long-running detective strip Dick Tracy, is one. George Herriman, inventor of the sweet, enigmatic Krazy Kat, a strip that refined a single situation for more than thirty years, is another. And then there is Robert Crumb, better known as R. Crumb, the originator of so-called 'underground comix'.
[image: ] Robert Crumb in Berkeley (1968).




Now 82, Crumb is America's greatest cartoonist. Inimitable and inventive as Herriman and Gould were, neither had his range, nor his independence. Crumb, who developed a rounded, cuddly style reminiscent of Depression-era cartoons, is also a great draughtsman, with a capacity to render fastidiously detailed naturalistic drawings. Technique alone cannot account for his eminence, however. Crumb is both an observant satirist and a self-aware student of his own drives. His grasp of American vernacular and his sardonic humour suggest a comparison with Mark Twain as well as with Twain's admirer, the proudly prejudiced social critic H.L. Mencken. Rambunctious and often offensive, Crumb draws freely on pre-existing racial and gender stereotypes, and always draws in the first person - typically representing himself as a scrawny, misanthropic loner, obsessed with sexually dominating (or being dominated by) Amazonian women. Unlike any previous comic-strip artist (but not unlike a stand-up comedian), Crumb is his own flawed persona. 'The Many Faces of R. Crumb', a two-page spread produced at the height of his powers in 1972, begins with a ridiculous image of the artist masturbating to one of his own comics and ejaculating out of his studio window, then goes on to depict him as a penitent saint, a fascist creep, a self-centred SOB, a sentimental slob, a rugged individualist and a guilt-ridden crybaby.
Before Crumb, no artist had so openly used comics as a means of personal expression. After Crumb, the deluge, starting with the underground cartoonists who followed in the wake of his Zap Comix (1968), a 24-page pamphlet that - according to one of his drawings - Crumb and his first wife, Dana Morgan, sold for a quarter out of a baby buggy on the streets of Haight-Ashbury. The cover was designed to shock, depicting a self-electrocuting naked man, plugged into a light socket and launched into the air in a foetal position. Addressing itself to 'flipped out flower kids', Zap proselytised for marijuana and introduced Crumb's irascible Old Testament guru, Mr Natural. News stands and bookshops were afraid to carry it, but subsequent issues soon appeared in head shops across America.
As both product and co-creator of the 1960s counterculture, Crumb ranks with his less scurrilous contemporary Bob Dylan. But he was less tied to the 1960s than Dylan. He disliked rock music, preferring the rural blues and string-band music of what Greil Marcus called 'the old weird America', and poked fun at hippies.* Crumb was famous but not as famous as he might have been (or as rich). For most of his career, he received equal parts criticism and acclaim. To get Crumb, as the art director Francoise Mouly wrote (in appreciation), one had to reckon with his 'occasionally repulsive depictions of women, blacks and Jews, and his endless graphic representations of kinky, smelly, sweaty sex'. Twenty-five years after Zap, he was still best known for his early creation Fritz the Cat (the basis for an X-rated cartoon film by Ralph Bakshi, which Crumb loathed), his jacket illustration for the LP that launched the band Big Brother and the Holding Company and its lead singer, Janis Joplin, and the endlessly pirated cartoon 'Keep on Truckin'', which inspired the signature song of another San Francisco band, the Grateful Dead, and, thanks to an industrious lawyer, provided Crumb with a modest annuity.
In the mid-1990s, long after the counterculture had faded, a middle-aged Crumb was introduced to a larger audience by Terry Zwigoff's documentary portrait of the artist as professional misfit. Crumb (1994) presented its subject as a curiosity, neither hipster nor punk. If anything, with his Coke-bottle glasses, buck teeth, bow tie and stingy-brimmed fedora, he seemed freakishly straight - an American type not unlike William Burroughs or David Lynch. The film featured interviews with his older brother, Charles (who had killed himself by the time it was released), and his younger brother, Maxon. It also included Robert Hughes's pronouncement that Crumb was a latter-day Bruegel. Crumb, who relocated from rural Northern California to the village of Sauve in the South of France in 1991, has since been incorporated into the art world, largely on his own terms. He was given a major retrospective at the Musee d'Art Moderne in Paris in 2012 and is represented by the mega-gallery David Zwirner. His napkin doodles, like Picasso's, may be worth thousands.
Dan Nadel researched his comprehensive biography with Crumb's 'permission and support', and full access to his archives. His account of the Crumb family is fascinating. The middle child of five, Robert grew up in a volatile household. His father, Charles, was an oppressive, straight-arrow Marine Corps officer who later wrote the manual Training People Effectively; his mother, Beatrice Hall, was rowdier, a housewife turned amphetamine addict. The parents fought but stayed together; the family was as close-knit as it was dysfunctional. After numerous moves back and forth across the country, they finally settled in working-class Philadelphia.
The original comic-book nut in the family wasn't Robert but Charles Jr, who, though he never got beyond pencil and crayon, infected his siblings with his mania. Comic-book lovers of Crumb's generation are often nostalgic for the EC horror comics - sensational Cold War artefacts driven out of existence by a combination of parental outrage, a Congressional investigation and the bestselling expose Seduction of the Innocent, written by the psychiatrist Fredric Wertham. Others were deeply involved with Batman, Captain America and the mythological superheroes who have dominated Hollywood productions in recent years. Not the Crumbs. As Nadel writes, 'the Crumb brothers resented brutish do-gooders solving problems with fisticuffs. Superman was hardly an idol to them - he was more like their drunk uncles and local bullies.'
Charles and Robert took refuge in the child-friendly, character-driven comic books put out by the Dell company: Walt Kelly's satiric Pogo, the proto-feminist Little Lulu and, most successfully, Walt Disney's Comics and Stories, which often featured the feckless striver Donald Duck and his unimaginably wealthy uncle Scrooge McDuck. These comics were originally written and drawn anonymously by Carl Barks: the Crumb brothers studied Barks and hand-copied his stories.
Like a mid-20th-century version of the Bronte siblings, Charles, Robert, Maxon and Carol, their older sister, were all busy making 'funny animal' comics. As teenagers, Charles and Robert graduated to individual monthly comic books and also discovered Mad magazine, a primer in dissidence and caustic irony which, as Marshall McLuhan once observed, inspired a generation of young beatniks. Robert, unlike Charles, was able, after several attempts, to turn professional. He secured a job at a greeting-card company in Cleveland and, having escaped the family home if not his own nerdiness, found a scene, described well by Nadel, among Cleveland's dropouts, druggies and coffee-house poets. An artist friend, who 'knew the bodies Robert liked', introduced him to Dana Morgan, the 'zaftig moon-eyed girl of his dreams', as Nadel puts it. He was 21; she was 18. They married a few months later.
Always industrious, Crumb made contact with one of his idols, Mad's founder, Harvey Kurtzman, and contributed work to Kurtzman's short-lived satirical publication Help! Not long afterwards, he began sending cartoons to underground newspapers, notably New York's East Village Other. In addition to his retro style, Crumb developed a fully-fledged anti-establishment sensibility - based on sex, drugs and a contempt for 'official' America. He had experimented with LSD before arriving in San Francisco; once he was there it became habit. The drug encouraged free association and disinhibition. Crumb dredged up and declined to censor his deepest sexual and racial fantasies. His confessional, transgressive comics, featuring such characters as Mr Natural, Whiteman, the Desperate Character, the Ruff Tuff Creampuff, Angelfood McSpade and the Snoid, both addressed and satirised his generation. (LSD may have liberated Crumb, but it apparently had no effect on his sartorial sense. In Haight-Ashbury, most people thought he was a narc even as he was becoming a local celebrity on a par with San Francisco's psychedelic bands.)
In addition to Zap, which became a vehicle for fellow underground cartoonists and survived several censorship battles, Crumb continued to put out solo comics. Between early 1969 and late 1972, he published twelve of them, beginning with two issues of his mock New Left Motor City Comics, devoted largely to the adventures of Lenore Goldberg and her Girl Commandos. These were followed by the aptly named Despair (the cover showed a lower-middle-class couple too paralysed even to turn on the TV); the more light-hearted Uneeda (detailing a teenage runaway's picaresque sex education); two issues of Mr Natural; Home Grown Funnies (in which the uptight White Man is kidnapped by and falls in love with a female Bigfoot); the even more absurdly kinky Big Ass Comics; Your Hytone Comix, which features an anthropomorphic toilet; and the classic XYZ Comics (including, among other things, 'The Many Faces of R. Crumb' and an eight-page exercise called 'Cubist Bebop Comics'). The cycle ended with The People's Comics, in which Fritz the Cat is felled with an ice pick by an irate girlfriend, Andrea Ostrich. The stories in this sustained run, never to my knowledge republished as a collection, were sharp, inventive and hilarious. Each followed the one before like a succession of hit singles. For a time, Crumb did actually turn from comic books to music, touring with a band, the Cheap Suit Serenaders, playing a repertoire drawn mainly from the string-band music of the 1920s. At the same time, he drew heroic, loving cartoon portraits of bluesmen and country musicians, uncannily reproducing the letter fonts and advertising layouts of the period.
The counterculture collapsed, as did Crumb's marriage. He moved to rural California and, though polyamorous by inclination, in 1972 fell into a relationship with Aline Kominsky, a fellow cartoonist from suburban Long Island; he married her six years later. If Crumb was the Bruegel of cartooning, Kominsky was the Jean Dubuffet. Indifferent to perspective, her art brut comics were assertively crude in both style and content. For the cover of Twisted Sisters, produced in 1976 in collaboration with Diane Noomin, she drew herself perched on a toilet, face straining as she regards her image in a hand mirror and wonders about the number of calories in a cheese enchilada. In Kominsky, Crumb had met an artist as strong-willed and uninhibited (or narcissistic) as he was. With Aline and Bob's Dirty Laundry Comics - shocking less for its graphic slapstick account of the couple's sex life than the contrast between his refined and her artless drawing - the two began an intermittent collaboration that lasted nearly fifty years until Aline's death in 2022.
In the mid-1970s there was an attempt to revitalise underground comix, first with the magazine Arcade, edited by Bill Griffith and Art Spiegelman, a publication that brought together cartoonists with ageing beat writers such as Burroughs and Charles Bukowski; and then, after Arcade's demise, with the magazines Raw and Weirdo. The latter, edited by Crumb, was an updated take on Mad magazine, including drawings as well as comic strips. Raw, which Spiegelman edited with his wife, Francoise Mouly, was more open to graphic experimentation and European cartoonists. From 1980 onwards, it also serialised Maus, Spiegelman's account of his attempt to comprehend his parents, who had survived the Holocaust in Poland.
There are comics before Crumb and comics after Crumb, but there is also Crumb after Maus, a graphic novel which, in its subject matter, emotional power and narrative complexity, made all previous underground comix seem a bit trivial. In 1992, the year after Maus appeared in its completed form, Crumb made his own first tentative contribution to the graphic novel form, accepting a commission to illustrate David Zane Mairowitz's Kafka for Beginners (1993). Employing the fastidious shading and cross-hatching style with which he portrayed old blues singers, Crumb illustrated The Metamorphosis, The Trial and The Castle as well as key episodes from Kafka's life. As demonstrated by Orson Welles's laboured adaptation of The Trial, these novels resist visualisation, and although Crumb's drawings are technically impeccable, the effect is overly literal and oppressively heavy. (Nevertheless, according to Nadel, Crumb 'feels it's some of his best work'.)
In the mid-2000s, Crumb turned from the great Jewish modernist to the ultimate Jewish text, the first book of the Torah. Nadel treats Crumb's Book of Genesis (2009) as a magnum opus. Perhaps it is. Heavily researched and meticulously drawn, it took Crumb four years to complete, as long as it took Michelangelo to paint the ceiling of the Sistine Chapel. The original drawings, exhibited at the Hammer Museum in Los Angeles, were sold to George Lucas in 2019 for $2.9 million and take pride of place in his Museum of Narrative Art. Unlike any previous Crumb publication, The Book of Genesis was respectfully received. The biblical scholar and translator Robert Alter accepted it as a genuine Midrash. Harold Bloom reviewed it in the New York Review of Books in a piece that was largely concerned with a rereading of Thomas Mann's Joseph tetralogy. Bloom concluded with regrets that he hadn't been 'more gracious' to Crumb, who had returned him to Genesis; but in comparison to Mann, Bloom felt, Crumb hadn't sufficiently appreciated Yahweh as a literary character.
It's true that, even more than with Kafka, Crumb seems overawed rather than inspired by the material, deserted by his well-honed sense of the absurd. The Book of Genesis may have elevated the medium, as had Maus, but put alongside Crumb's earlier work, it feels as ponderous as a stone tablet and scarcely more consequential than a footnote. One can only imagine the cosmic desecration had Crumb reverted to his Bruegelian style and portrayed capricious Yahweh as a version of Mr Natural. The book is dedicated to Kominsky, whose facial features are ubiquitous among the Old Testament women.
Childhood formation can be the most compelling aspect of an artist's life. Although neither of Crumb's parents were religious, they regularly attended church. What's more, they subjected their children to a Catholic education because Charles Crumb, an atheist, felt it would instil a sense of discipline. That it did, albeit with unexpected results. The Book of Genesis is one. Crumb: A Cartoonist's Life, his de facto memoir and true confession, is another.
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Assume the worst
Brett Christophers

5495 wordsIn an episode  of Seinfeld from 1996, Kramer and Newman hatch an ingenious moneymaking scheme. In New York, where they live, bottles and cans can be recycled for five cents each, but in Michigan the refund is ten cents. They realise that if they collect bottles in New York and take them to Michigan, they can double their money. Kramer spots a hitch: transport costs, including petrol and tolls, would exceed the nominal profit. But then they realise they can save on petrol by using Newman's work vehicle, a postal truck. It's on.
In the event, the scheme falls apart in slapstick fashion. In reality, it wouldn't have worked anyway: Michigan law requires bottles and cans to be purchased in-state to be eligible for refund. But there is certainly potential for what we might call waste arbitrage. If the fees involved in recycling or disposing of waste are different in different places, you can in theory move waste from one place to another to exploit that difference. You can even make a business out of it.
Waste Wars, Alexander Clapp's new book, is about such businesses. In the 1980s, waste became a national export across much of the global North. Since then, firms have made vast amounts of money by sending the rich world's waste to the global South. At first, the focus of this business was hazardous waste like asbestos or paint sludge. In countries like the US it cost as much as $250 per tonne to bury hazardous waste domestically at a time when the price of burying it in many African countries was less than $3 per tonne. Even after shipping costs, American companies could save around $200 per tonne by sending their waste overseas. In 1991, a leaked memorandum on trade liberalisation sent by Larry Summers, then chief economist at the World Bank, stated that 'the economic logic behind dumping a load of toxic waste in the lowest wage country is impeccable and we should face up to that.'
In fact, so much money could be saved by exporting toxic waste that rich countries and firms based in them could, and did, pay developing countries to take it. Developing countries accepted these bribes because their economies were in a parlous state and they had mounting debts; as Clapp puts it, they faced a choice between 'poison or poverty'. In a perverse way, these deals were tools of economic development. By 1988, the estimated dollar value of the toxic waste flowing from the global North to the global South exceeded the value of the parallel flow of developmental aid.
Eventually measures were taken to clamp down on this trade. The most significant was the Basel Convention, which came into force in 1992 and was strengthened three years later by the Basel Ban Amendment. But it wasn't until 2019 that the amendment was ratified by enough signatories to give it legal force. The US isn't bound by the amendment because it never ratified the convention. The upshot is that the global trade in hazardous waste has persisted, even if not on the scale of the 1980s.
Meanwhile, the North-South trade in other forms of waste - especially electronics, clothes and plastics - has hugely increased; Britain's exports of plastic waste to developing countries, notably Indonesia and Malaysia, jumped by 84 per cent in the first half of this year. This is stuff that we in the rich world recycle for reuse - at least, we like to think so. The problem is that we are now recycling so much stuff that it's impossible to recycle it all. Clapp tells the story of Ghana's development in the 2000s into a major destination for Western e-waste - discarded smartphones, laptops, printers and the like. Its government had networked the country, believing that the internet held the key to future prosperity, but most Ghanaian households weren't in a position to buy the devices they needed to get online. Acquiring second-hand electronic goods from rich countries seemed an excellent solution: Ghana would get the hardware it needed, countries in the West would get rid of their e-waste. The belief on both sides was that the goods were going to Ghana to be used, not dumped. But when they arrived, many of the devices didn't work. According to one estimate, of the 215,000 tonnes of used electronics that entered Ghana in 2009, only around a third were functional. The non-usable items ended up in such places as Agbogbloshie in Accra, which became one of the world's largest e-waste dumping sites. There, an army of waste-pickers rifled through the mountain of broken devices in search of anything from which rare-earth metals and other precious bits and pieces could be extracted. The site, which was cleared in 2021, was regularly ranked among the most polluted places on Earth.
For almost thirty years beginning in the early 1990s, China was the main destination for stuff dumped by the rich world. As much as half of the world's discarded plastic was sent there - often after travelling in the opposite direction as packaging for the Chinese consumer goods on which the world was gorging. (By 2008, discarded plastic was America's largest dollar-value export to China.) Then, in 2018, China suddenly banned the import of most waste, including mixed plastics, unsorted paper and some metals. The global waste-management industry was thrown into disarray as rich nations scurried to divert their waste exports. India, already a favoured alternative destination, was willing to assume much of the burden.
In Wasteland Oliver Franklin-Wallis visits Ghazipur outside Delhi, a garbage mountain of an estimated 14 million tonnes, 65 metres high and covering 28 hectares, to which 2500 tonnes of rubbish are added daily. Five thousand waste-pickers work its slopes, often working at night with headlamps so as to avoid daytime temperatures that can reach 50degC at the summit, which is where new waste, containing the best material, is to be found. The locals call it Mount Everest. The metaphor is apt. For one thing, Ghazipur has idiosyncratic geomorphological features. 'During the wet season,' Franklin-Wallis explains, 'rainwater trickles down between the waste, forming subterranean flows that can carve off larger sections, triggering landslides.' In the months before his visit, one such landslide killed two pickers and carried off a car. What's more, Franklin-Wallis writes, over the course of its more than forty-year existence, 'the weight of the upper slopes has crushed the earlier deposits into a kind of novel sedimentary rock: clothing scraps, drink cans, packets of masala-flavoured crisps, Mom's Magic biscuits, ceramic shards, a chair, men's razors, women's razors, children's toys, all held together with a nameless brown grime, like one great capitalism sundae.' Geologists increasingly see waste as the salient marker of humanity's presence in the stratigraphic record, the signature of the Anthropocene. 'There are few places in the world,' Franklin-Wallis writes, 'that give you a better view of humanity than a dump.'
John Scanlan 
's The Idea of Waste reminds us that waste is a relative concept. By this he means partly that what looks like waste to one person - to you and me, say - might not look like waste to one of the waste-pickers at Ghazipur. But more fundamentally he means that waste is always defined by what it is not, or what it does not possess: value. 'Waste' is therefore 'a category that could absorb almost anything that is in transit between accepted categories of value'. (In Wasteland, Franklin-Wallis claims that the waste-pickers at Ghazipur 'know the value of every material': to know waste is to know value.)
Marx, and the classical political economists who preceded him, distinguish between two types of value. 'Use value' denotes an object's utility or usefulness: water is useful, so is a blanket. 'Exchange value' refers to an object's exchangeability: its market value, if you like, measured by its price. Waste can be defined in relation to either type of value, or both. When we throw things away, it's generally because we no longer have any use for them. But it can also be because we think they have no sale value, or - back to Kramer's initial worry about his bottle deposit scheme - insufficient sale value to justify the cost and effort of taking them to market.
Three other insights about value from political economy are helpful here. The first is that use value and exchange value are not equally important under capitalism - or, more precisely, are not of equal importance to capitalists. Marx showed that where the two are in tension, as they often are, exchange value overrides use value: the imperatives of competition and accumulation mean that commodities must be produced principally for sale. What counts as 'waste' comes to be decided by reference to wealth creation and preservation. This is what Locke was doing when he justified the European annexation of Indigenous territories on the grounds that they were not being used 'productively': the land was, in other words, being wasted, and should be brought into the ambit of capitalist modernity and its calculus of value. In a present-day example, Franklin-Wallis describes seeing a batch of unused TVs from a major manufacturer at a US electronics 'recycling' plant waiting to be destroyed in order not to act as competition for the same manufacturer's new line of products. In 2020 Apple sued a Canadian recycler for selling off some of the half a million unsold devices it had sent to be shredded. In July 2018 it was reported that Burberry had incinerated 'deadstock' worth PS28 million in the previous financial year to prevent its being sold at discounted rates. And so on.
The second insight is that since capitalism commodifies labour power, workers must also walk the treacherous line separating value from waste. Here Marx saw a fundamental contradiction: while capitalism tends to over-produce commodities which then become waste, workers become waste when they are underemployed or unemployed - the 'reserve army of labour'. This gives the lie to the myth that capitalism produces efficient mediation of supply and demand. Keynes was just as scathing: the defects of an economic system that generates 'poverty in the midst of plenty' struck him as 'obvious and outrageous'.
All three of the books discussed here are strangely quiet when it comes to capitalism's human waste. In Wasteland, for instance, Franklin-Wallis visits one of Britain's thousands of food banks. He does a good job of explaining the economics of supermarket retail, food overproduction and the waste attendant on that. And he is rightly incensed by the irony that food banks have been a godsend for big retailers: because food bank volunteers collect any surplus that retailers donate, 'every kilo of bread or fresh produce donated ... is a kilo they don't have to pay to incinerate or dispose of in landfill.' But how did the millions of people who rely on Britain's food banks become economic waste in the first place?
The third insight is that the creation of value leaves human waste in its wake. Joseph Schumpeter coined the term 'creative destruction' to capture the way capitalist innovation renders obsolescent existing technologies and industries and often the regional social structures in which they are embedded. After the unification of Italy in 1861, for example, investment in new growth sectors - textiles, machinery, rubber - was concentrated in the north, with the result that the south stagnated. Scanlan turns to Walter Benjamin to make sense of creative destruction, noting that the conception of modernity as progress disavows modernity's 'own broken and discarded past'. All too often, the 'gale' of creative destruction, as Schumpeter called it, leaves entire communities broken and rotting.
Both Benjamin and Schumpeter were writing in the first half of the 20th century. Capitalist creative destruction accelerated sharply in the postwar era, and so did the socio-economic obsolescence of regions from the Ruhr in Germany to Britain's industrial north and America's rust belt. This 'macro' wastage was accompanied by accelerating 'micro' wastage: just as capitalist innovation was speeding up, households were using greater and greater volumes of the short-shelf-life consumer goods that firms were churning out.
Clapp, Franklin-Wallis and Scanlan all go to some lengths to account for this transformation and its result: the mountains of consumer waste that are still growing today. The manufacturers of household items had once competed with one another not least to increase product durability: consumers had limited income and were careful how they spent it. But capitalism's postwar golden age brought the unprecedented growth and democratisation of wealth, especially in the US. The middle classes now had money to burn, Scanlan writes, and this 'revolutionised the relationship that people had with the world of material objects'. Spending became more important than saving, and firms responded by shifting their priorities in product design from durability to disposability, thereby multiplying the range and frequency of spending (and profit-making) opportunities. Paper towels, plastic kitchenware and ballpoint pens; disposable cameras, razors and nappies - all of these were artefacts of what Vance Packard, in The Waste Makers (1960), called the 'throwaway' society.
Products marketed as disposable were one thing: consumers knew what they were getting, at least in terms of how long things would last (if not, at first, the environmental implications). But before long the rise of consumer culture tempted firms to build disposability into products even where it wasn't wanted. If consumers could afford it, it was better for manufacturers if they bought a kettle - or, decades later, a laptop or smartphone - every three years, not every seven. Sometimes, this was even said out loud, as when, in 1955, the marketing consultant Victor Lebow wrote: 'We need things consumed, burned up, worn out, replaced and discarded at an ever increasing rate.'
This was the origin of 'planned obsolescence'. It has long been one of the consumer electronics industry's dirty (open) secrets. Clapp writes that between the mid-1990s and mid-2000s, the average life of a personal computer decreased from around six to two years. Most of us are familiar with the barriers to longevity put up by smartphone manufacturers. It is more or less impossible to get new models repaired independently and affordably, and after a certain point older devices don't get software updates (in 2017, Apple even admitted using software to slow the performance of older iPhones). And of course a great deal of money is spent on advertising that aims to persuade impressionable consumers that their two-year-old phone is already socially obsolete. By 2018, 416,000 phones were being discarded in America every day.
As Franklin-Wallis  makes clear in Wasteland, despite the modern recycling phenomenon, the 'vast majority' of waste continues to be disposed of in the same three ways it always has been: burning, burying (for example, in landfill) and dumping (either on land or at sea). The split between the three methods varies significantly between countries and between types of waste, but at the global level they figure in roughly equal proportions. Of course there is significant geographical variation in the degree of wastefulness. The US is comfortably the worst offender: the average American generates around two kilograms of waste every day.
Franklin-Wallis emphasises that for all the justifiable criticisms of recycling, it is mostly a good thing. Recycling an aluminium can uses about 90 per cent less energy and emits about 90 per cent less carbon dioxide than making a can from scratch. Recycling a tonne of steel requires a quarter of the energy of producing it new and generates less than a fifth of the air pollution. These are significant figures. Steel is the world's most recycled material: nearly 90 per cent of it is cycled back into production. Paper and cardboard aren't far behind: in Britain, about 80 per cent is recycled.
The problem comes with materials that are more difficult or less advantageous to recycle. In some sectors, much less recycling takes place than we like to think. Consumer electronics is one, with a global rate of effective recycling of around 20 per cent. Clothing and food also produce colossal amounts of waste. Franklin-Wallis reserves particular scorn for the fashion industry, which, he writes, 'is the business of waste; its very existence [depends on] obsolescence.' The figures are jaw-dropping. Around a quarter of all clothing manufactured is never sold, and the rates of return within the refund window can be as high as 50 per cent. Most of this unwanted stock is buried or burned, as, eventually, are most of the clothes that consumers do buy and wear, but which, especially in the rich world, they discard after an increasingly short period.
As for food, around a trillion dollars' worth is discarded each year, representing as much as a third of worldwide production. The bulk of the throwing-away occurs at the point of consumption, in households: the average British household spends about PS700 each year on food it doesn't eat. What happens to the food we throw away varies from country to country. In Britain, most of it is composted or processed to produce biogas, which can be burned to generate electricity or used as a transport fuel. In America, by contrast, as recently as 2018, four-fifths of discarded food was burned or buried.
Despite all the issues with electronics, food and clothing, however, the biggest problem is plastic, the global production of which has increased two hundredfold since 1950, reaching more than 400 million tonnes by 2022. Less than 10 per cent of used plastics are recycled to produce new plastics. There are a number of reasons for this. For one thing, many plastics can't be recycled. And there has been a growing reluctance to recycle the ones that can, because doing so takes a heavy environmental toll: China's recycling of imported used plastics into new plastics, Clapp writes, 'required vast inputs of energy and water and released innumerable microplastics and toxins into local ecosystems'. What's more, there is seldom a business case for recycling plastics. Producing new plastics is usually cheaper. Indeed, it was in the late 2010s, after China had built sufficient domestic manufacturing capacity to meet its own prodigious need for plastics, that it cut off the supply of used materials from overseas.
Some plastics are reused in other ways. But as Clapp notes, these processes are often 'energy-intensive and toxins-unleashing' - the burning of plastics as 'fuel' in Indonesia's tofu and cracker factories is an example. Even in the relatively few cases where plastics can be reused or recycled, the trick can only be repeated two or three times (unlike steel). Sooner or later (usually sooner), all plastics are burned, buried or dumped. And what distinguishes plastic from other forms of waste is that the problem does not then go away. Try as we might to make it disappear through incineration or landfill, we can't. Plastic survives, finally 'disintegrating into an infinite number of unfathomably tiny pieces and contaminants'.
Plastic, Clapp says, has been found floating in outer space. It has been found near the summit of Everest. In 2018, a plastic bag was photographed 36,000 feet below sea level, at the bottom of the Mariana Trench, the deepest place on Earth. And in 2022, researchers found that three-quarters of us have microplastics in our blood. 'For every human being alive right now,' Clapp writes,
there exists slightly more than one ton of discarded plastic out there somewhere, scattered on land or layered in the ground or adrift at sea; there is little question that most of it will outlive our own planetary presence by thousands, possibly hundreds of thousands, of years. In the ocean alone, per every human, there exist 21,000 pieces of plastic, a net mass of shopping bags and six-pack rings and bottle caps that by 2050 will exceed the weight of all fish put together and is expected to double every six years for the foreseeable future. Meanwhile, in just the minute it took you to read this paragraph, another million plastic bottles have been discarded and another garbage truck full of plastic has entered the seas.

In the  1950s and 1960s, Franklin-Wallis writes, as the environmental consequences of plastics disposal became clearer, the plastic-packaging industry deployed a series of tactics in a bid to continue doing business as usual. One was to shift the blame onto consumers: waste became 'litter'. 'People, not containers, are responsible' for ecological damage, the US National Soft Drink Association claimed in 1967. Later, the industry put a lot of effort into promoting recycling, despite knowing that in practice it couldn't be made to work.
This story calls to mind the behaviour of Big Oil and fossil fuels. For 'litterbugs', think individual 'carbon footprints'; for recycling, think carbon capture and storage. Just as Big Oil has repeatedly failed to deliver on pledges to begin decarbonising, so too the promises of plastics companies have been hollow. In the early 1990s, for example, Coca-Cola announced its intention to make its bottles from 25 per cent recycled plastic, only to quietly ditch the target four years later, after political and consumer pressure had eased. This is not to suggest that consumers aren't a big part of the problem. In the rich world, our wastefulness is horrific. But, as with climate change, the focus on consumers deflects scrutiny that should be directed towards industry. Not only do companies help establish false representations of consumer wastefulness, they are themselves waste creators on a gigantic scale, and often terrible managers of waste.
One example of appalling waste management is shipbreaking, the dismantling of decommissioned ships, which has until recently been concentrated in South Asia, principally Bangladesh, India and Pakistan, where labour costs are low. The local environmental consequences have, Clapp writes, been 'cataclysmic and irreversible': ships destined for breaking yards often contain hazardous substances ranging from asbestos to oil residues and paint. The work is hugely dangerous: statistically, shipbreaking is deadlier than mining; life expectancy for men in Bangladesh's shipbreaking industry is twenty years lower than in the population at large.
Recently, Turkey has captured a growing share of the global shipbreaking trade on the grounds - largely spurious, according to Clapp - that its yards provide a 'green, ethical' alternative. Shipbreaking isn't the only industry in which a supposedly superior disposal option emerges from time to time as a result of some newfangled technology. But where waste management is concerned, what sounds good in theory is rarely all it's cracked up to be. The latest fad is 'energy-from-waste'. About a third of waste worldwide is disposed of by incineration. What if this could be done without emitting toxins into the atmosphere? And what if the energy released through burning could be used productively? EfW - the generation of electricity or heat by burning waste materials - seems to offer a solution. The past two decades have seen enormous growth in this: in Britain, the proportion of waste that is burned for energy has risen from just 9 per cent in 2001 to around half today. This may seem a positive development, especially since incinerators have improved markedly in terms of toxin emissions. However, EfW plants aren't all that efficient in generating energy and they emit a huge amount of carbon dioxide - in Britain's case, more CO2 per KWh of electricity generated than the country's recently decommissioned coal plants. (This doesn't stop many countries designating EfW a 'renewable' source of energy.)
Franklin-Wallis notes that in comparison to consumer waste, industrial waste tends to be overlooked, despite the gravity of the problem. He cites estimates that industrial waste accounts for more than 90 per cent of total waste in Western countries (almost none of it recycled). Large-scale mining alone creates around 100 billion tonnes of waste globally each year. In February, the collapse of a tailings dam at a copper mine in Zambia released 50 million litres of waste, containing concentrated acid and heavy metals, into streams feeding the Kafue River Basin, where 60 per cent of Zambia's population lives; within days, the local water supply had been shut down and dead fish were washing up downstream.
So why, if industry is the main culprit, does Franklin-Wallis, like Clapp and Scanlan, focus on consumer waste? Isn't there a risk of entrenching the misconception that consumers are the core of the problem? Franklin-Wallis doesn't broach these questions, but he does note that it's very difficult for reporters to find out about industrial waste: 'Very little data exists on it: what it is, where it is, how toxic it might be.' He visits Kanpur, an industrial city on the Ganges. Since the mid-19th century it has been a centre of leather production: in the colonial era, it produced saddles and boots for British soldiers, and at its peak had more than four hundred tanneries. The tanning process is exceedingly wasteful: it is estimated that the leather industry produces two hundred times as much waste as final product. In Kanpur alone, tanneries release 'tens of millions of litres' of chromium effluent into the Ganges every day (the Ganges has long been one of the world's most contaminated rivers).
Britain, of course, has its own contaminated rivers. Especially in older urban areas, water companies still use 'combined sewers', which convey waste and storm water in a single pipe. The theory is that pollutants can be removed before the treated effluent is discharged into local waterways. But Britain's sewer infrastructure is regularly overwhelmed during periods of heavy rainfall, meaning that 'combined sewer overflows' bypass treatment and flow directly into rivers or the sea. Wasteland trots out the depressingly familiar statistics: in 2021 untreated sewage was discharged into England's rivers on 375,000 occasions; in London alone, 39 million tonnes of raw sewage go into the Thames every year.
It's  a jarring experience to read these three fine books on waste at a time when all the talk is of 'abundance'. Progressive discourse on abundance tilts at the dominance in capitalist societies of economic ideas which make scarcity seem to be a fact of life. The most common definition of economics - the study of the way individuals and societies allocate scarce resources to satisfy their unlimited wants - is one such dogma. Whether the call is for a 'post-scarcity' economics, or utopian thinking about the power of technological innovation to eradicate poverty, hunger and disease, or Green New Deal proposals for sustainable abundance, these progressive ideas share the conviction that many forms of scarcity can and should be reduced or eliminated.
Abundance: How We Build a Better Future by the liberal American commentators Ezra Klein and Derek Thompson focuses on governance and planning, particularly in the US and particularly in its cities.* As Klein and Thompson see it, overzealous planning in such cities as New York in recent decades has created scarcity - and endless fights over how to distribute scarce resources - where it needn't exist. Their chief examples are housing and infrastructure more generally. They see the manufactured scarcity of such resources, and its consequences in runaway house prices and rents, as the chief blight on America's cities. Abundance, simply building and making more, is their solution. 'We want more homes and more energy, more cures and more construction,' they write.
But here's the thing: the US, of all places, doesn't need more. It certainly doesn't need more energy. At 77 MWh, energy use per capita in the US in 2024 was more than double what it was in Britain and France. The US also doesn't need to build housing more quickly - even, arguably, in cities such as New York, where housing costs have climbed most rapidly in the past two decades. For all the seeming consensus among commentators that insufficient construction and hence a growing housing shortage largely explains the inflation of prices and rent, in 2020 New York City actually had more housing units per head of population (0.411) than it did twenty years earlier (0.400). It also had more housing units per household (1.07 v. 1.06 in 2000).
Tackling the world's waste problem seems unlikely to align with the pursuit of abundance. In 2018, the US construction sector generated 600 million tonnes of construction and demolition waste: everything from concrete and masonry to gypsum, glass, plastics, metals and assorted hazardous matter. This doesn't include the tremendous amount of waste produced in the process of mining the sand, gravel, gypsum, clay, bauxite, copper, bitumen, quartz and iron ore that constitute the foundations of all modern buildings. Not to mention the vast CO2 emissions associated with the manufacturing of steel and cement.
Franklin-Wallis, unlike Clapp and Scanlan, is willing to address the question of what is to be done about the global waste problem. His sense - surely correct - is that the answer must be less, not more. He reaches this conclusion by way of an analysis of the idea of 'zero waste', whose advocates hold that a 'circular' economy, in which resources are used and reused for as long as possible and ideally in perpetuity, is both desirable and achievable. Franklin-Wallis disagrees:
While zero waste is at its core an urgent and radical idea with the potential to reshape our world for the better, it is also, in a very real sense, impossible. Recycling eventually comes against physical limits - plastics that can only be recycled a handful of times, pulp fibres that shorten and snap - requiring a constant supply of new feedstock.

This critique of zero waste is a variant on the argument that it is not in fact possible to decouple economic growth from growing resource consumption and environmental degradation.
It is frustrating, given all this, that Franklin-Wallis puts the onus of doing something about the global waste problem back on the individual consumer. 'What should I do?' he encourages us to ask ourselves. And the conclusion he comes to is 'laughably simple: buy less stuff.' It's a shame, since Franklin-Wallis knows full well that the companies that produce all of the stuff we buy bear the weight of responsibility for the wasteful state we're in. Perhaps the reason he doesn't demand that they produce 'less stuff' is that he knows it isn't going to happen. One of his interviewees, a textile trader, tells him why. Producing and selling less isn't something that big firms can countenance. 'When you try to go back to supermarkets and tell them to produce better quality at higher prices, to sell less, they say, "You are talking to the wrong crowd."'
Maybe the best that can be hoped for is that stuff be produced in the least wasteful way possible. Coca-Cola could be forced to manufacture bottles from recyclable or recycled plastic. Britain's water companies could be forced to reduce and ultimately stop sewage spills. Why hasn't this happened already? A key reason is the influence of another baleful idea which, like abundance, liberals have rallied behind: corporate social responsibility. CSR holds that firms have obligations beyond generating profit, to social and environmental well-being, for example. From the 1980s, firms started to set sustainability goals and to make much of their ethical supply chains. Policymakers were all too glad to relax in the belief that companies were effectively regulating and reducing their social and environmental impact. Coca-Cola's setting of packaging content targets was a prototypical example.
Forty years later, it is abundantly clear that CSR was and is a myth. Even if firms claim to recognise their social and environmental responsibilities, profitability always trumps them when they clash, just as Coca-Cola demonstrated when it dropped its own targets. Whenever companies have been permitted to continue to produce excessive waste and to pollute - which is to say, whenever they have not been required to bear the full costs of doing so - that is invariably what they have done.
Consider Britain's water companies. Since privatisation in 1989, they have failed to make the improvements in infrastructure that would be required to staunch the flow of effluent, in ever greater quantities, into the country's waterways. Over this period, they have paid around PS60 billion in dividends to shareholders. The fines they have been given for pollution violations barely register in comparison: PS90 million - trumpeted by the government as a 'record' penalty - for Southern Water in 2021; PS158 million for the sector as a whole in 2024. The message this sends is that it pays to pollute. All this has occurred under the reign of CSR, and substantially because of it: the principles of CSR have underpinned the 'light-touch' oversight of the industry regulator, Ofwat. 'I expect water companies to own responsibility for the impact they have on the environment,' Ofwat's chief said as recently as 2022, as if such 'responsibility' had any commercial meaning or legal force.
Whatever the best way to tackle the world's waste problem is, it won't depend on CSR. In a saner world, Coca-Cola would have been given binding targets. In a saner world, Britain's water companies would have been prevented from profiting egregiously from polluting. A far better principle to follow when dealing with these companies and their waste would be to assume the absolute worst and regulate accordingly.
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Carrion and Earth
Niamh Gallagher

2531 wordsIn  2015 Channel 4 commissioned a script for a comedy series called Hungry, set during the Great Famine. There were protests outside its offices and more than 42,000 people signed a petition calling for the show to be dropped. At a heated debate on comedy and censorship at the London Irish Comedy Festival, members of the audience made their views on the matter clear. 'Humour is an affront to the genocide that was perpetrated in Ireland,' one man said; 'should we mock our genocide, laugh at it?' Another campaigner argued that 'the comedy industry had a duty under the Equality Act to protect people from discriminatory practice or outright prejudice.' In 2016 the script was quietly shelved.
The potato blight that struck Europe in 1845, and devastated successive harvests until 1850, coincided with poor yields of wheat and rye, bringing hardship to peasants across the continent. The demographic impact in Belgium, the Netherlands and Prussia was minor, however, compared to what happened in Ireland. An estimated total of 300,000 people died in those three countries; more than a million died in Ireland, one person in eight. A further 1.5 to two million emigrated, mainly to Britain, the United States and Canada, with smaller numbers settling in Australia and New Zealand. Within a few years Ireland had lost a fifth of its population through starvation, emigration, disease and falling birth rates. Today the population remains about a million lower than in 1841, making Ireland an outlier in European demography.
Depopulation was accompanied by vast social transformation. Since the English conquests of the 16th and 17th centuries, the large majority of Irish land had been owned by Anglo-Irish and British landlords, who leased their estates to tenant farmers and employed seasonal labourers. In 1845 there were roughly 650,000 landless labourers in Ireland; with their dependants, they made up 2.7 million people, more than a quarter of the population. Within sixty years this social class had all but disappeared. Post-famine shifts in agriculture from tillage to pasture reduced the demand for labour, encouraging further emigration. Tenant farmers, meanwhile, began to challenge landlords for greater rights to their holdings. They ultimately sought ownership, an aim largely achieved by 1903 and facilitated by the disappearance of the rural labourers, who left behind a smaller and more prosperous tenant class able to take advantage of land purchase schemes. At the same time, the Irish language declined. It was spoken primarily by the rural poor; the expansion of state education, which began in the 1830s, meant that English soon became Ireland's common language.
Although Ireland had endured earlier famines - including one in the 1740s that, proportionally, claimed more lives - the Great Famine remains a decisive turning point in Irish history. It came to be seen not merely as a natural disaster, but as a political event - a symbol of colonial exploitation and neglect. In 1861 the radical nationalist John Mitchel published The Last Conquest of Ireland (Perhaps), in which he blamed the British government for the devastation. 'The Almighty, indeed, sent the potato blight,' he wrote, 'but the English created the Famine ... and a million and a half men, women and children were carefully, prudently and peacefully slain by the English government.' Mitchel noted that during the 1840s, butter, cattle and grain were plentiful in Ireland, but the majority was exported to Britain, often under military guard. He contrasted the red tape and bureaucracy that characterised the government's response to the famine with its efficiency in prosecuting the Crimean War. He also pointed out that twenty million pounds had been spent compensating slaveowners in the years after the abolition of slavery in 1833, yet a fraction of that figure could not be found to save the starving Irish.
Mitchel's argument - that political and economic decisions motivated by contempt for the Irish transformed the blight into a catastrophe - helped entrench a popular belief that the Great Famine was an intentional act. Few scholars today would accept this view, or accuse the British government of genocide. There is no archival evidence of a deliberate, organised attempt to starve the Irish population, forcibly displace them or destroy their means of survival. Historians instead tend to view the famine as the product of deep-rooted structural inequalities compounded by the government's disastrous short-term policies.
Padraic Scanlan's Rot: A History of the Irish Famine doesn't seek to overturn this consensus but Scanlan's central claim is in some ways an echo of Mitchel's: although Ireland was part of the United Kingdom, it was, he writes, 'imagined, governed and exploited in strikingly colonial ways ... The famine - a complex ecological, economic, logistical and political disaster - was a consequence of colonialism.' Capitalism within the British Empire created in Ireland a society especially vulnerable to the effects of crop failure. Scanlan explores the consequences of fewer than four thousand British and Anglo-Irish landlords owning almost 80 per cent of the land in Ireland. This system of landlordism made life for the rural poor, both tenant farmers and labourers, highly precarious. Land was continually subdivided into smaller plots to maximise rental income, often at the expense of productivity, even subsistence. The result was a population so impoverished that it could not withstand a crisis on the scale of the potato blight.
The Irish, who depended almost entirely on the potato for survival, were deemed inferior by the British middle classes, whose more varied diet relied on complex divisions of labour and industrial production. Potato farming, by contrast, was straightforward: the crop thrived in poor soil and required little cultivation. Consumption in Ireland was higher than among any other peasantry in Europe. Charles Trevelyan, the Treasury official who oversaw famine relief, called the potato 'the deep and inveterate root of social evil' and blamed it for creating a nation of paupers. Scanlan points out that such attitudes rested on a false opposition between industrial, urban progress and rural, agricultural backwardness. Although the potato was a relatively modern crop, influential British commentators considered it to be an ancient feature of Irish culture. Similarly, Ireland's distinctive system of landholding and subsistence farming was assumed to be a remnant of pre-modern life rather than a product of imperial capitalism. The empire created a system in Ireland characterised by monocropping and poverty, but British officials believed it to be an inevitable result of a reluctance among the Irish rural poor to work for wages or embrace industrialisation. For many people in Britain, the Irish were simply incapable of becoming more 'civilised'. As Scanlan argues, successive governments and reformers 'concluded that Ireland was poor not because it was overexposed to the modern British market', but because it 'was not yet modern enough'.
Officials such as Trevelyan regarded the famine as an opportunity for Ireland to modernise. Scanlan points out that 19th-century British political economy - with its faith in free markets and moral discipline - largely shaped famine relief. The government initially resisted direct intervention to ease Irish suffering, insisting that the market could solve all 'Irish problems'. It argued that the laws of supply and demand would 'civilise' the Irish by drawing them into the discipline of waged labour and market exchange.
The effects of these political assumptions are still visible in the Irish landscape. In the west, narrow roads wind through valleys and over hills before coming to a sudden stop. These 'famine roads' were built between 1845 and 1847 as part of British public works schemes. The aim was to provide employment so that labourers could earn money to buy Indian maize, imported from the US; in time, the Irish would depend less on the potato. Wages were kept below private rates to avoid rewarding what officials called the 'indolence' of Irish labourers. The policy reflected a moral belief that aid should promote self-reliance and distinguish the 'deserving' from the 'undeserving' poor. As Trevelyan explained, 'Our plan is not to give the meal away, but to sell it.'
By March 1847 public works schemes employed more than 700,000 people, whose wages supported millions of dependants. Scanlan describes the resulting administrative chaos, as part of which some counties were inundated with projects while others were largely neglected: 20 per cent of all the work took place in County Clare, yet fewer than two hundred people were employed in Donegal. He calls the public works 'disastrous'. Demand for places far outstripped supply; the able-bodied competed for scarce places on the scheme, while others sought work tickets through an emerging black market. Eavan Boland's poem 'The Famine Road' captures one of the famine's defining images - starving labourers building roads that led nowhere in exchange for the means to buy food:
It has gone better than we expected, Lord
Trevelyan, sedition, idleness, cured
in one; from parish to parish, field to field,
the wretches work till they are quite worn,
then fester by their work.

While Scanlan devotes considerable attention to powerful figures such as Trevelyan and the two prime ministers of the period, Robert Peel and John Russell, he believes that no individual should be held responsible for the way the British government handled the famine. The real culprit was the imperial capitalist system. He offers a fresh interpretation of Peel's decision to import PS100,000 worth of maize from the US in the early years of the crisis and arrange its transport to Ireland. For Scanlan, this was not a purely humanitarian gesture but part of a calculated, risk-free attempt to extend Britain's 'civilising mission', and because the imported corn was not grown in Britain, domestic producers of oats and wheat were protected from competition. Even famine relief had to serve the interests of free trade, by linking Irish demand with US supply and expanding transatlantic markets.
Rot sometimes overlooks contradictions within famine policy. In January 1847 the government announced the Temporary Relief Act, which established a network of soup kitchens to feed the starving without tying the aid to work or wages. The soup kitchens were intended to replace the public works, which would eventually be shut down. By the summer the kitchens were providing food to more than three million people a day. (Officials decided whose need for relief was 'genuine'.) The scheme was financed through a combination of public money and private donations, as news of the famine spread. Major contributions came from the Bank of England, the Corporation of London and bankers such as Lionel de Rothschild and Thomas Baring. Smaller donations arrived from the Quakers, charitable organisations in the British colonies, even enslaved workers in Alabama and the Choctaw Nation in North America. The Great Famine was one of the first humanitarian crises to attract global attention and co-ordinated international relief.
Scanlan  shows that the relative success of the soup kitchens was exploited for propaganda purposes. Alexis Soyer, head chef at London's Reform Club, was invited to Dublin to inspect a model kitchen and demonstrate how cheap soup could be produced on an industrial scale. Wealthy Dubliners could view the poor queuing for food in exchange for a donation of five shillings. One critic complained that the fee was too high, since 'the animals in the Zoological Gardens can be inspected at feeding time for sixpence!' Scientific observers, meanwhile, pointed out that the soup had little nutritional value; it was estimated that each serving contained no more than fourteen calories and 21 grams of solid food.
In the spring of 1847, even as most of the soup kitchens were opening, a financial crisis prompted the British government to introduce the Poor Relief (Ireland) Bill, marking a decisive shift in policy. The Treasury would in the near future no longer fund Irish relief, transferring responsibility to Ireland's landlords under the maxim that 'Irish property should pay for Irish poverty.' As a result many landlords sought to lower their tax bill by reducing the number of tenants on their estates - either by evicting families with nowhere to go or by financing their emigration. In 1847 an estimated 11,166 evictions were processed in Irish courts; the figure rose to 16,349 in 1848 and 16,979 in 1849. While this was not an explicit policy of forced displacement, the outcome was effectively the same. Many families ended up in workhouses, established under the 1838 Poor Law as a basic form of welfare, and now the main channel of famine relief. Severe overcrowding led to widespread outbreaks of typhus and other diseases.
In March 1847 the Russell administration suspended 20 per cent of the public works schemes. By the autumn, the remaining schemes and the soup kitchens, too, had been closed, with responsibility for relief moving to the Poor Law system. Testimonies demonstrate the calamitous impact of this decision. 'We earnestly entreat the government at once to rescind the order suspending these works, and to sanction the finishing of these roads without delay,' the Relief Committee of Ardrahan, County Galway, wrote to the lord lieutenant. 'Neither life nor property is safe, and no magistrate can control the fierce instincts of a famishing multitude.'
Relatively little was known about the lived experience of the rural poor during the famine until the publication of The Death Census of Black '47 (2023), a collection of eyewitness reports by clergymen describing conditions in their parishes in April and May 1847. Their accounts reveal the dehumanising realities of everyday life. Priests reported finding the dead along roadsides or abandoned beside bushes and ditches. People resorted to eating nettles and seaweed, carrion and earth. Relief provided by the government failed to meet basic needs. One priest in Derry complained that his parishioners had to walk seven miles to receive the 'sham relief' of 'very unwholesome' soup. Several reports described parishioners dying from gastrointestinal illnesses caused by the abrupt shift to maize, which, when improperly prepared, led to dysentery, diarrhoea and other inflammatory conditions.
The famine also eroded normal patterns of social interaction. Neighbours grew fearful and suspicious of one another, anxious about the spread of disease. Rev. Cleary of Lorrha and Dorrha, in County Tipperary, recalled visiting a house where a young boy answered the door. When Cleary asked after his father, the boy replied: 'He is sick, sir.' 'Where is your mother?' 'She is sick, sir.' 'Where are your brothers?' 'They are all dead, and one is dead in the corner.' Cleary's report concluded bleakly: 'This unhappy family consisted of seven ... last week; now they are only three.'
There is no doubt that food was available in Ireland throughout the crisis - just not to those who needed it most. The year 1845 was a vintage one for oats; in 1846, 3.3 million acres were planted with grain, and Irish farms raised more than 2.5 million cattle, 2.2 million sheep and 600,000 pigs, most of which were exported to Britain. Between May 1846 and February 1847, Waterford alone shipped out more than 20,000 barrels of wheat and almost 59,000 barrels of oats.
Scanlan's book offers many examples of people trying to resist a catastrophe they couldn't control. Crowds ransacked towns and seized food from ships. Farmers and shopkeepers either sold their goods quickly to prevent theft or handed them over to hungry mobs, hoping to keep a portion back for export. Even the marginally better-off were constrained by the market, forced to grow and sell food to meet inflated rents instead of feeding themselves. 'Rot', Scanlan argues, existed not simply in the diseased potato crop but in imperial capitalism: 'the crisis ... was the system.'
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Thin Pink Glaze
Holly Case

4368 wordsThe last  Habsburg prime minister, Heinrich Lammasch, appointed on 27 October 1918 by Emperor Charles I, served for sixteen days. He was an Austrian jurist and long-term advocate of a league of nations, who had urged the signing of a separate peace with the Allies in early 1918. As prime minister he was accused by the Austrian press of being a 'liquidator', presiding over the end of empire. But in fact he defended the empire's worth: Habsburg political culture, he claimed, was uniquely tolerant in Europe, and he noted that when the Dual Monarchy entered the war the cabinet had a Hungarian minister president (Istvan Tisza) and a Polish minister of finance (Leon Bilinski). 'How many Irish ministers are there in Britain?' he asked. 'And how many Finnish ministers in Russia?' He insisted the Austro-Hungarian Empire had made remarkable progress in multi-ethnic representation, but had received little credit for it from international observers.
Lost Fatherland is a collective portrait of 21 men who were, like Lammasch, involved in the administration of the Habsburg monarchy in its final years. The Ukrainian historian Iryna Vushko's subjects are a motley collection of parliamentary deputies, party leaders and government ministers: Italians, Slovenes, Poles, Ukrainians, Czechs and Germans. Some were on the left: Austro-Marxists, social democrats, socialists or Bolsheviks. Others were nationalists who would later be involved in Italian fascism or Nazism. 'Marked by the trauma of the First World War, the vanishing of their empire and the transition to post-1918 Europe,' Vushko writes, they nevertheless produced 'a remarkable array of political programmes' which helped 'sustain the various polities that emerged after the imperial downfall'.
The Habsburg system faced many difficulties, among them nationalism, ethnic tension, social unrest and economic inequality, but Vushko shows that political decisions in prewar Vienna, Prague and Trieste 'were negotiated in crowded cafes by people who all spoke German at work and a variety of other languages at home. And although the empire's political system was imperfect, and compromises often failed, violence was more or less unheard of.' Until 1914, she writes, 'the vast majority of Habsburg subjects were loyal to the monarchy and imperial institutions.' These institutions, along with tolerance and compromise, were among the war's first casualties.
Members of the polyglot Habsburg elite imagined many major reforms of the empire but very few in which the House of Habsburg ceased to rule. Even as they pushed for the empire to be differently organised, most of the men involved in politics neither wished nor believed it would come crashing down. The existing dualistic structure (the 1867 Compromise between Austria and Hungary had established the Dual Monarchy) was thought by many to be unsustainable as a result of rising nationalist resentment among other ethnic groups, particularly the Slavs. Archduke Franz Ferdinand, presumptive heir to the Habsburg throne, favoured a plan to extend the Compromise, arguing for a similar agreement that would grant the empire's South Slavs a voice in governance while retaining the pre-eminence of the imperial centre.
When Gavrilo Princip shot the archduke in June 1914, it was initially unclear to many observers why it had happened and what it would mean. Adolf Hitler - who was involved in a fringe subculture of Pan-German radical nationalists who rejected the Habsburg monarchy - described his own response to the assassination in Mein Kampf: 'I was at first seized with worry that the bullets may have been shot from the pistols of German students, who, out of indignation at the heir apparent's continuous work of Slavisation, wanted to free the German people from this internal enemy.' When he heard that the assassin was a Serb, 'a light shudder began to run through me at this vengeance of inscrutable Destiny. The greatest friend of the Slavs had fallen beneath the bullets of Slavic fanatics.' He thrilled that 'a stone had been set rolling whose course could no longer be arrested' and enlisted in the German army.
A different response to the assassination is found in the opening pages of Jaroslav Hasek's The Good Soldier Svejk (1921), when the garrulous Czech learns from an undercover Austrian secret policeman that Serbs were behind the assassination. 'You're wrong there,' Svejk confidently retorts, and proceeds to lay out a different scenario. 'It was the Turks, because of Bosnia and Herzegovina.' He then predicts a war against Ottoman Turkey, with Serbia and Russia rushing to assist Emperor Franz Joseph's army, though 'the Germans will attack us, because the Germans and the Turks stick together. You can't find bigger bastards anywhere. But we can ally ourselves with France which has had a down on Germany ever since 1871. And then the balloon'll go up.'
That there could be such different explanations for what happened reflects the multitude of visions for the future within the empire. Until the war began, tolerance and compromise kept many of those visions on hold. In Robert Musil's The Man without Qualities (1930), set in Vienna just before the war and a monument to the Habsburg polity, Ulrich, the protagonist, has been 'accustomed his whole life long to expect politics to bring about not what needed to happen, but rather at best only what should have happened long ago'. He 'could name a hundred' matters that 'awaited due processing in the Office of Dispatch in vain'. This passage comes from a chapter sketch that isn't usually included in published versions: like the Habsburg experiment itself, the novel's myriad subplots and threads never quite cohere. And like the Habsburg experiment, it would not be nearly as interesting if they did.
One prewar plan for bringing the Habsburg nationalities and state into a functional relationship was to offer national autonomy along federalist lines, an ideal that shaped the political outlook of some of Vushko's subjects for decades to come. At Cafe Central in Vienna, Austro-Marxists such as Max Adler, Karl Renner and Otto Bauer discussed how to synthesise nationhood with socialism. They also talked about the possibility of nations receiving official recognition as non-territorial corporations: nationalities would be able to maintain their distinct cultures and languages within a broader political framework, rather than as separate, independent states.
Trotsky and Stalin took part in some of these conversations at Cafe Central. As a journalist living in exile in Vienna, Trotsky was impressed by the cultured intelligence of the Austrians (which he admitted was superior to his own) but saw them as self-satisfied and the opposite of revolutionary. In 1913, Stalin, who had been sent to Vienna by Lenin to research the issue, published Marxism and the National Question, which 'represented the outright rejection of the Austro-Marxist concept of national cultural autonomy,' Vushko writes. 'Positing an essential connection between nation and territory, he critiqued Renner and Bauer's concept of extraterritorial autonomy, and denounced federalisation as harmful to proletarian unity.' Despite Stalin's arguments, however, 'ethnic autonomy projects that had been debated but never implemented under the Habsburg Empire finally found their realisation under Soviet rule.'
While Vushko argues that Habsburg political culture acted on occasion as a moderating influence on successor states, she also shows how the relics and frustrations of that culture hastened the interwar plunge into extremism and dictatorship. She writes about Cesare Battisti, a socialist from Trentino who was elected to the Austrian Imperial Council. Battisti initially argued in favour of autonomy for Trentino within the empire, but became increasingly nationalistic, favouring the region's unification with Italy. When the war broke out in 1914, he applied for an Austro-Hungarian passport. Giving his solemn oath to return, he crossed the border into Italy and began agitating in the press for Italy to fight against Austria. The following year, when Italy joined the war, he volunteered for the army and is reported to have written geographical-military guides for the Italian Intelligence Office.
In 1916, Battisti was captured by Austrian troops, found guilty of treason and executed in his hometown, Trento. The hangman had to make two attempts because the rope snapped the first time. An official state photographer was on hand to capture the smiling faces of the executioner and soldiers surrounding Battisti's propped-up corpse. This grotesque image was used as the frontispiece for The Last Days of Mankind (1918), a play compiled from documentary material that the Viennese satirist Karl Kraus collected in order to catalogue the moral catastrophe of the Great War. 'I'm standing by the deathbed of the age with the reporter and the photographer at my side,' Kraus wrote as he began the project. He noted that the Battisti photograph was exhibited in the 'display windows of every enemy city'; 'it will probably take forty years of peace to get rid of the memory.'
Kraus's estimate was a conservative one. Though Battisti isn't a familiar figure in Austria today, he is included in the pantheon of Italian heroes and martyrs. The centenary of his execution in 2016 was marked by the release of two documentary films, one of which was centred on the infamous photograph. Kraus himself, once a Habsburg loyalist and admirer of the military, moved to the left during the war, becoming a social democrat. Joseph Redlich, a member of the Austrian parliament alongside Battisti, was also horrified by the way Austrian and German forces went after 'traitors' among the Dual Monarchy's citizens, persecuting 'Ukrainians suspected of siding with Russia, Slovenes and Italians suspected of co-operating with Italy and Czechs potentially involved in anti-Habsburg conspiracies'. In Bohemia and Moravia five thousand civilians were sentenced to death during the war. 'For the sake of deterrence,' the social historian Gerhard Senft wrote in 2014, 'the bodies of the hanged were left rotting for days on trees and gas lamp posts in the centre of towns and villages.' In 1922 the Romanian writer Liviu Rebreanu published a novel called Forest of the Hanged, based in part on the experience of his brother, who served with distinction in the Habsburg army until he was sent to the Romanian front and decided he couldn't fight against his fellow Romanians. He was hanged for desertion and espionage in 1917.
Before becoming prime minister, Lammasch lamented that 'cruelty has become the norm' and 'law has given way to repression.' He blamed Austria's troubles on nationalist upstarts. Redlich, by contrast, ascribed the nationalists' radicalisation to the failures of the Habsburg economy and governance before the war; for him, the most significant threat to the empire was German nationalism. The Austrian historian Manfried Rauchensteiner has observed that hundreds of thousands of soldiers deserted the Habsburg army in the late stages of the war: 'There was nothing comparable in England, France or the German Reich.' Neither Battisti's one-time status as a parliamentary deputy, nor his flight to join an opposing army, nor even his death by hanging were exceptional.
At first, the career of Valentino Pittoni, another Italian deputy, had much in common with Battisti's. As a young man he flirted with Italian irredentism and was drawn to socialism. In the 1890s, he became a close friend of the founder of the Social Democratic Party, Victor Adler, and a keen Austro-Marxist. As the leader of the Socialist Democratic Party in Trieste from 1902, Pittoni believed that regional autonomy was the only viable political option for the polyglot city and favoured a reorganisation of the empire that would allow national associations to exercise language and schooling rights without redrawing borders. 'All of my projects are predicated on the belief that the course of the war will not affect the political status of Trieste,' he wrote. Yet as a politically active Italian socialist he was viewed with suspicion by the Habsburg authorities and was twice conscripted and sent to the front. Pittoni's troubles, Vushko writes, 'epitomised the failures of Austrian wartime policies that eventually led to the empire's collapse'.
After the war, the offices of Il Lavoratore, the mouthpiece of Trieste's Italian socialists, were seized by communists and Pittoni was removed from the paper's editorial board. Later, he learned that it was one thing to seek autonomy for Trieste and Trentino within the Habsburg Empire, and quite another to push for autonomy within the fascist Italian state. What had before seemed like a defence of Italian national interests now looked like a betrayal of them. Pittoni drifted for years until, with the help of Wilhelm Ellenbogen, another former deputy of the imperial parliament, he moved to Vienna in 1923. By that time, Red Vienna was an island of leftist experimentation within a conservative country. (Austrian politics is still sometimes compared to the rum-soaked sponge filled with nougat and jam called Punschkrapferl: brown on the inside with a thin pink glaze.) Pittoni stayed in the city until his death ten years later.
On 21 October 1916, a few months after Battisti was executed, a young man called Fritz Adler walked into a hotel dining room at lunchtime and shot dead the Austrian prime minister, Count Karl von Sturgkh. The assassination was a protest against the war; he took care not to harm anyone else. The last straw for Adler had been Sturgkh's refusal even to consider reconvening the Austrian parliament, even though the country's citizens were dying and starving to further the war effort, and being tried and hanged if they were suspected of insufficient effort. In Vienna, workers were consuming only seven hundred calories a day, which made Sturgkh's lavish lunches in a luxurious hotel seem all the more disgraceful.
Unlike Battisti, Adler did not meet a grisly end; indeed, he lived to see his eightieth birthday. The contrast in their fates was the result of powerful mitigating circumstances. First, Adler's father, Victor, was a respected political figure and made energetic efforts on behalf of his son both in court and behind the scenes. (Pittoni was among those who wrote a letter supporting clemency.) Second, public morale was extremely low. In his closing speech at the trial, Adler's defence lawyer said that 'we've seen walls of corpses piling up and are expected to remain civilised people. We've seen our centuries-old culture decimated, and those of us who are clever people, and by no means fanatics, feel sometimes shaken to the very core of our being.' Even Victor Adler, who supported the empire as a supranational institution and backed the war, argued when testifying in defence of his son that 'the air in Austria has become intolerable,' and 'whoever retains his sanity under certain conditions has no sanity to lose!' The defence argued that Fritz Adler was insane, a strategy he vehemently opposed. The trial was a crucial moment in what the Hungarian sociologist Oszkar Jaszi called the 'psychological process' of the Dual Monarchy's undoing.
Adler was sentenced to death by hanging and transferred to a prison on the Danube. From there he wrote to Albert Einstein to say that, thanks to the simple diet, good air and plenty of peace and quiet, he was happily engaged in thinking about physics. 'In virtually all respects, I am doing better here than in Vienna ... In short, in this topsy-turvy world we now live in, it is in actual fact considerably nicer intra muros than extra.' In November 1918, with his son still in prison, Victor Adler, so long a staunch defender of the Habsburg polity, declared that the imminent end of the monarchy was 'a partial manifestation of the general victory of democracy'. One of Charles I's last official acts was to grant an amnesty to Fritz Adler. Following his release, he took a train to Vienna on 10 November 1918 to see his severely ill father, who died the next day.
Charles I amnestied other condemned political prisoners during his short reign in the final two years of the war. One was the Czech nationalist Karel Kramar, who had served in the Habsburg parliament with Victor Adler and Battisti. Kramar, who married a Russian and fantasised about a Slavic empire under the Russian tsar, initially believed the Dual Monarchy could survive the war, but after a string of humiliating defeats at the hands of Russia in autumn 1914, he sought contact with its army in an effort to make common cause. It was this that landed him in custody. After being amnestied, Kramar used the narrative of his wartime persecution to help him become leader of the Czech nationalist right and head of the committee that declared Czech independence in 1918. In his inaugural speech as Czechoslovakia's first prime minister, he spoke of the Czechs' glorious liberation from the centuries-long 'barbarism and oppression' of Habsburg rule and set out to expunge the remnants of multi-ethnicity inherited by the new Czechoslovak state.
Fritz Adler left prison a hero of the Second International, but by 1922 Trotsky and Lenin had condemned him as a moderate. 'Surviving the war was one thing,' Vushko writes, 'but living after it was another.' A number of the men featured in Lost Fatherland went to extremes to prove their credentials in the new nation-states, or were sidelined by figures less encumbered with a Habsburg past. They were drawn into the national politics of Poland, the short-lived independent Ukraine, the Kingdom of Serbs, Croats and Slovenes, Italy or Czechoslovakia because their political experience and connections across the region were initially considered an asset. But soon those same credentials and connections came to be viewed with suspicion. For Kramar, who had pinned his hopes on tsarist Russia, the continuing success of the Bolshevik revolution was a disaster. He threw his weight behind the White Russians, and survived an assassination attempt by a leftist student in Prague. No matter how nationalist his politics, he was distrusted because of his previous shift in loyalties. The charge of austriacismo and its variants cut short many political careers.
Vushko emphasises that the legacy of the Habsburg Empire was 'multifaceted and contradictory, but it would be hard to overstate its influence on subsequent history'. Trieste, once the main port of the empire and its 'crown jewel', became a periphery following its absorption by Italy, with other Italian ports jealously protecting their status. Partly because Trieste was 'more Austrian than it was Italian', the first incident of fascist squad violence took place there in July 1920, when Blackshirts set fire to the Slovene Cultural Centre. The building's architect, Max Fabiani, who came from a wealthy Austrian aristocratic family and was educated in Ljubljana and Vienna, is credited with introducing the Viennese Secession to Slovenia. He later joined the fascists himself.
In terms of national policy, Vushko writes, the Habsburg Empire 'had been the furthest thing from the Italian fascist state', but nonetheless 'the pre-1918 empire was an incubator for the fascism that arose soon after its demise.' And because everything Habsburg had to appear worse than everything Italian, the 'new' territories were cast as laggards by the postwar government. Alcide De Gasperi, an Italian clerical politician who began his career as a deputy in the Habsburg parliament, was mystified by such claims with regard to Trentino. A 'region with the lowest crime rate, a region with no illiteracy, that has had mandatory primary education for fifty years', he wrote in 1923, 'hardly merits the accusation of lagging behind'. In an ironic turn, Italian Trieste is now a place where the Serbian bourgeoisie like to buy property. The website kupistanutrstu.com, which offers advice to buyers, boasts that four thousand Serbs now officially reside in the city, with possibly twice that number owning apartments. Customers are told that what makes the city such an attractive destination for Serbs 'began in the Habsburg period, when it became an important international port and centre of trade' that manifested 'the influence of many cultures'.
The Dual Monarchy seeded countless ideas that germinated much later. Vushko argues that the European Union traces its 'origins to the history of pre-1918 federalism and internationalism in the Habsburg Empire'. Among its co-founders was De Gasperi. Born into a middle-class Catholic family in the 'mixed Italian-German-Slavic area of Trentino', he moved to Vienna in 1900. The imperial capital was then controlled by the Christian Social Party under Karl Lueger, the city's mayor from 1897 to 1910. Lueger's populist, antisemitic party was the largest in the House of Deputies, though increasingly challenged by the Social Democrats, the second largest party in the 1907 elections (the first with universal male suffrage).
De Gasperi was inspired by Pope Leo XIII's encyclical Rerum novarum, which gave special attention to the 'social question' and the welfare of the working classes, as well as by 'Lueger's practical and political achievements' and 'the combination of socialism and Catholicism he embodied'. De Gasperi also shared Lueger's antisemitism, though he later abandoned it. As one of the empire's youngest deputies, he 'envisioned the Habsburg Empire as a federation of nations and a model for the restructuring of Europe as a whole'. A 'Catholic federative empire', he believed, would 'serve as a guarantor of stability on the continent'. He remained a loyal subject until the empire's collapse, and after the war spent years in the political wilderness - including some time in prison - under the Italian fascist regime. During the Second World War he founded the Christian Democracy Party and in Idee per la Ricostruzione he published a programme for it to follow. As Italy's prime minister from 1945 to 1953, he oversaw the earliest steps toward European integration.
In Hungary  today, the political labels kuruc and labanc (anti and pro-Habsburg) still mean something. Earlier this year, Viktor Orban gave a speech that mentioned the failed 1848 revolution against Habsburg rule. 'There is always an empire that tries to take away the freedom of Hungarians,' he said. 'Right now, it is the one in Brussels.' Orban complained that 'Brussels is abusing its power, as Vienna did in the past.' In July 2024, his government formed a bloc called Patriots for Europe with right-wingers from other former Habsburg lands (the Czech Republic and Austria) in the European Parliament; the bloc's vision of Europe is based on an anti-EU nationalism and nativist populism that owes a great deal to the Habsburg legacy. The bloc now includes parties from across the continent. 'We used to think that Europe was our future,' Orban said in 2020 in a speech decrying 'tired Brussels elites'. 'Today we know that we are Europe's future.'
How could these visions have emerged from the same Habsburg source? Vushko offers some clues. The Dual Monarchy was an umbrella that gave politicians opportunities to form both alliances and antagonisms, and then to switch to others when it suited them. Political Catholicism looked to the Church, Social Democrats could form a group made up from multiple nationalities, and nationalists could organise across political territories (as the Germans did), or form strategic alliances with other nationalities who shared some of their aims (as Italians occasionally did with Slovenes, or Poles with Ukrainians), or with socialists who supported national autonomy. The imperial government itself could also be a useful ally and antagonist: it was a means of getting things done - from infrastructure projects to trade agreements - as well as a scapegoat. Most of Vushko's statesmen favoured the empire's preservation, but its demise forced many of them onto very different paths. Austria-Hungary's finance minister Leon Bilinski and the parliamentary deputy Mykola Wassilko, who came from Bukovina, both preferred 'empire over any unitary nation-state', but 'by late 1918 they supported two competing national camps: Polish and Ukrainian, both of which had claims on Galicia.' Vushko also stresses that 'the same ideologies and political landmarks in the empire's history' - from liberalism and conservatism to the 'revolutions and political realignments of 1848 and 1867' - carried 'different repercussions for territories outside of Vienna' and therefore displayed different characteristics in each of the successor states.
One of the most longstanding Habsburg legacies is the attribution of virtues and harms to the empire itself. The Czech political theorist Ondrej Slacalek has noted that 'repeated comebacks of the Habsburg myth ... worked to stave off [political] adulthood,' a phenomenon Karel Capek satirised in his comic novel War with the Newts (1936). In one scene, an intelligent newt living on a remote island has learned Czech from a book (Czech for Newts) and is excited to encounter actual living Czechs for the first time. 'So you take an interest in our history?' the Czech narrator inquires. 'I do indeed,' the newt replies. 'Especially the subjugation [to the Habsburgs] ... I'm sure you must be very proud of your three centuries of subjugation. It was a great era for the Czech people.'
We still live in the long shadow of Habsburg disintegration. In addition to the lingering legacy of 19th-century state formations, European and global politics are shaken by continuing reverberations in states that have disappeared from Europe since 1990: Yugoslavia, Czechoslovakia, the GDR and, above all, the Soviet Union. A decade ago, political scientists pointed to maps showing that the legacy of Habsburg rule was still visible in Ukrainians' electoral preferences. Patches of colour revealed that pro-Russian candidates succeeded in the former tsarist territories of the east and failed in former Habsburg Galicia. Following Russia's war in Ukraine in 2014 and the full-scale invasion in February 2022, six million people have left the country, and more than three and a half million have been internally displaced. Vienna is a temporary or permanent home to more than ten thousand Ukrainian citizens. Some of them come from western Ukraine (once Galicia) but many more have fled from the east: Kharkiv, Donetsk and Dnipro, the places hardest hit by the war.
Vushko's first book, published in 2015, was a history of the imperial bureaucracy in Habsburg Galicia. The 'earlier period of Austrian rule', she wrote, 'was not only the most cosmopolitan in all of Ukraine's history, but also an era and space of unprecedented cultural and religious diversity, and above all peace'. For this reason, 'memories of Austria run strong in today's Lviv - pro-Habsburg sentiments are even stronger here than they are in Vienna.' But now, as she writes in the introduction to Lost Fatherland, 'Ukraine ... as a land of peace, relative stability and prosperity - is no more.' For Vushko, 'the theme of lost fatherland has become especially resonant.'
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What's in the junk?
Jonathan Flint and Iain Mathieson

2497 wordsMost women  who undertake IVF will have their embryos screened for genetic abnormalities. Clinics in some parts of the world also offer to select an embryo for implantation based on genetic markers for everything from eye and hair colour to behavioural, emotional and cognitive traits. The next, far more consequential, step is the genome editing of human embryos. As the geneticist Peter Visscher and bioethicist Julian Savulescu put it earlier this year in an article for Nature, genome editing has the potential to create 'human phenotypes that have never been previously observed'. Stephen Hsu, founder of the embryo screening company Genomic Prediction, believes that genetic engineering 'will one day create the smartest humans who have ever lived'.
This statement would have seemed absurd to a previous generation of biologists and geneticists, led by Stephen Jay Gould and Richard Lewontin, who forcefully opposed arguments for the genetic determination of intelligence. IQ tests attracted particular criticism, with Gould devoting a considerable proportion of The Mismeasure of Man (1981) to dismissing IQ scores as artefacts of flawed methodology. This was among the criticisms made of The Bell Curve (1994), Richard Herrnstein and Charles Murray's analysis of the correlations between IQ test data and race, unemployment, poor parenting and crime in the US. More recently, the historian of science Jessica Riskin and biologist Marcus Feldman excoriated Kathryn Paige Harden's The Genetic Lottery (2021) for repeating Herrnstein and Murray's mistakes: 'Harden revives central features of the earlier, now discredited biological theories of intelligence: the presentation of interpretive opinions as objective facts ... spurious reduction to a biological mechanism that is not only hypothetical but unspecified; and a claim to be writing in the interest of social progress.'
On this view, attempting to select 'intelligent' embryos based on their genetic make-up, or to produce them by altering their genomes, is to make a category error. It can't work on what Lewontin described as a 'historically contingent mental construct'. Writing in 1982, he was even more direct: 'There are no "genes for handsomeness" or "genes for intelligence" any more than there are "genes for saintliness".' In this, he was correct. In the 25 years since the human genome was first sequenced, genetic studies have overturned many ideas about the ways in which genetic variation relates to human attributes, including that there are 'genes for' things. This idea, which many people still hold, is based on the genetics of monogenic human disease, where mutations in a single gene directly cause, or at least increase the risk of, a particular disease. In the early 2000s, researchers tried, and failed, to apply this logic to diseases such as diabetes and hypertension, as well as personality. Media reports on genes for depression, the 'IQ gene' and the 'warrior gene' took little notice of the poor quality of the science underlying these studies. Mutations in a single gene can't explain susceptibility to common complex diseases, mood, personality or intelligence. Geneticists, recognising the failure of these experiments, turned to an alternative model, which considered the combined effect of many different mutations plus the influence of the environment.
The human genome has around twenty thousand genes. Suppose that fifty of them are involved in a disease - for example, the genes involved in making insulin. A mutation in any one of them will have so small an effect that it won't do you much harm, but if you are unlucky enough to possess mutations in 25 such genes, you have a high chance of developing diabetes (environmental factors, such as poor diet, would further increase the risk). It's also possible that a particular mutation could have a large effect, large enough that the possession of very few such mutations would be enough to affect your insulin production, but these mutations are so rare that very few people will have them.
Both these possibilities obtain for many traits and diseases. In the early 1990s, the geneticist Mary-Claire King discovered that mutations were causing breast cancer in some families. These mutations were tracked down to a gene called BRCA1; subsequent work discovered mutations in a second gene, BRCA2. Mutations in either BRCA1 or BRCA2 confer a high risk of developing cancer, but the majority of families in which breast cancer occurs do not carry mutations in either of these two genes. There must be additional cancer susceptibility genes, perhaps less significant individually but no less dangerous in combination.
When it first became possible, around 2007, to screen the entire genome for common DNA sequence variants, some were discovered that contributed to disease, altered height and weight, and influenced other traits. Disconcertingly, very few turned out to be within genes. They were almost all found in parts of the genome whose function, if any, was unknown. Our genes make up only about 2 per cent of our DNA. Together with another 8 per cent or so of the genome, they encode important biological functions. The other 90 per cent is junk DNA (that's the proper term). It doesn't do anything bad - the geneticist Sydney Brenner compared it to the stuff we keep, as opposed to the rubbish we throw away - but until recently there was no evidence that it did anything important either. In these genetic deserts, sequence variants could hardly be expected to matter.
It turns out that they do matter, not individually but in aggregate. A typical variant makes a miserably small contribution to disease risk, increasing it by 1 per cent or less above baseline (adding a millimetre to your height, say, or a gram to your weight). This makes them hard to find. Genetic studies with tens or hundreds of thousands of subjects are required. And there are many variants for each disease. In 2007, fifty risk variants were considered a lot, but as sample sizes for genetic studies increased, that number kept growing, first to hundreds then to thousands. One recent study of high blood pressure recruited a million people and found 2103 independent genetic signals. We still don't know the full number: according to a recently proposed omnigenic theory, a given trait might be the product of variations affecting virtually every gene.
The response to these discoveries has been mixed. Some researchers are trying to work out what these sequence variants do, starting from the assumption that they somehow control the function of genes. Even if the effect of any individual variant on disease is small, linking it to a gene might lead to a drug target. This onerous path has made some progress, but it has been slow: almost twenty years after the first genetic studies of inflammatory bowel disease, the identification last year of the role of a sequence variant in a gene desert led to the creation of a new drug. Others have taken the position that the multitude of effects, and their small scale, makes biological interpretation of junk DNA meaningless, but that we can still gain information from it, for example by adding up the effects of all the variants carried by an individual in order to predict their disease risk. This approach is a central feature of Harden's book, and it is the premise of the screening tests that predict intelligence from a genetic analysis of embryos.
Some researchers have continued to seek the relatively rare but easier to study mutations within genes, to see if any of them cause (or prevent) disease. Finding mutations like this requires the sequencing of all twenty thousand genes in vast numbers of people. But the expense is worth it: mutations have been found in genes that affect the risk of obesity, liver disease, cholesterol levels and diabetes, and mutations in ten genes have been found that increase the risk for schizophrenia. Some genes are promising targets for editing: a clinical trial is currently underway that involves editing a gene to lower LDL cholesterol.
By 2015, it had become clear that the genetic basis of common diseases comprises a multitude of sequence variants outside genes, each altering risk by a minimal amount, together with a few rare, hard-to-find mutations within genes that have larger effects. The picture is the same regardless of which disease is examined, even for psychiatric illness: the genetic bases of hypertension, obesity, diabetes, autism, schizophrenia and bipolar disorder all look roughly the same. And that is also true of variation in other traits, for example height, weight and intelligence. Say there are five hundred genes involved in brain function. Might some of these be candidates for genome editing to alter intelligence? Not necessarily, though to understand why that's the case, we need to understand the results from experiments examining genetic data on an even larger scale, using data from biobanks.
The UK Biobank is perhaps the single most important experiment in human genetics, though this was never the intention behind it. At its inception in 2003, the epidemiologists, cardiologists and oncologists involved had little interest in genetics; genetic analysis was then of unproven value. However, epidemiologists do care greatly about any risk factor that can be established as a cause of disease, not simply correlated with it. The history of epidemiology is replete with examples of risk factors that turned out not to be risk factors after all (such as the antioxidant vitamins C and E, once thought to reduce the risk of cardiovascular disease and cancer). In principle, genetic analysis solves this problem because association with a genetic variant, fixed at the point of conception, must precede the onset of disease.
The UK Biobank holds the complete genome sequences of half a million people. In 2023 this data was made available to all qualified researchers. It is an enormously valuable research resource. Other countries are attempting to catch up: Finland now has its own biobank, also with half a million participants, as do Estonia, Taiwan, Japan, Denmark and, in the US, the Department of Veterans Affairs and the National Institutes of Health. The largest repositories of genetic data are owned by consumer companies such as 23andMe and AncestryDNA.
Biobanks provide a vast source of material for those who investigate the importance of genetic effects. Any trait recorded can be, and usually has been, subject to genetic analysis: how much coffee you drink, the time of day you get up, whether you nap or not, how much money you earn, sexual orientation and, of course, intelligence. What is unique about these studies is that they are no longer restricted to testing one disease, one trait, in one set of conditions. Instead, they have greatly expanded the picture of what genetic variation does. And the information gained makes it hard to sustain the idea that we will ever be able to edit the genome for traits such as intelligence.
First, the hope that genetics would solve the problem of causation has proved somewhat illusory. For example, in many parts of the world people are genetically more closely related to people who live nearby than they are to those who live further away. And since where you live can also affect your behaviour, a correlation between behaviour and genes could be explained by your birthplace rather than your genes. These effects are small, but then so are the effects that we are looking for. They can also run both ways. A UK Biobank analysis of migration following the demise of the British coalmining industry suggested that the people who left might have a predisposition to higher educational attainment than those who stayed. Does that mean people who are more intelligent tend to have the opportunity or motivation to move out of economically depressed areas, or is it that people who move out of those areas tend to have better access to education?
In a second blow to the idea that there are genes 'for intelligence', effects from a person's own genome seem to be only part of the story. Geneticists now recognise the importance of what are called indirect genetic effects: genetic variants carried by your parents, but not inherited by you. One explanation for this phenomenon is that the variants not passed on affect parental behaviour, creating environments that influence their child's intellectual and social development. For example, a variant that made your parents more likely to read to you might increase your intelligence, even if you don't inherit it. Such effects can be counterintuitive; a genetic variant in your parents' DNA may make you more intelligent when you don't inherit it, but have the opposite effect when you do.
As researchers have come to better understand these issues, they have developed experimental designs to estimate the contribution of the various factors in play. Applied to height or breast cancer or cholesterol the results are reassuring: direct effects seem to be in the majority and the effect of a genetic variant will be similar from one person to the next. But for educational attainment (taken as a proxy for intelligence) the evidence is shakier: indirect genetic effects are similar in magnitude to the direct effects. What we measure reflects some average of direct effects, indirect effects and 'confounding' (misleading correlations), with no guarantee that these would be the same from one individual to the next, and certainly no guarantee that they would be the same when transmitted - or edited - in the next generation.
Third, these variants affect multiple systems. A gene that contributes to intelligence is going to do many other things as well. We can see this in the relationship between intelligence and other traits. For example, genetic variants that increase educational attainment also tend to increase the genetic predisposition to autism spectrum disorder and anorexia, and - though the picture isn't clear - to influence measures of personality traits. They will undoubtedly turn out to be correlated with many other traits that haven't yet been assessed. Genome editing under these circumstances is a risky proposition. The genetic basis of cognitive functioning arises from very many DNA sequence variants, which can act both directly and indirectly, often in different directions, depending on the context in which they are found. Possession of the same genetic variant may contribute to an increase in intelligence in one person, decrease it in another and do nothing in a third.
None of this means that intelligence is without biological basis or isn't heritable - or that it doesn't evolve. But it does mean that we still only partly understand the relationship between genes and cognitive abilities. Over the last fifty years or so, geneticists have gone from asserting that there is no evidence for the heritability of intelligence to claiming that mutations in a single gene can increase or decrease intellect, to believing that genetic variants in many genes affect the trait, to realising that the important variants aren't in genes but in junk DNA. Now they think that these genetic effects are subject to a series of confounds no one had fully taken into account. We know more than we did fifty years ago, but we also have a better sense of how little we know.
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Diary
Spain's Disappeared
Stephen Phelan

2664 wordsTwo human skeletons  lay in the newly excavated grave, with numbers on plastic tags placed beside them. One of the skulls had a row of metal teeth. Joaquin Sancho Margeli's family, who requested the exhumation, had said he could be identified by his silver dentures. The other skeleton was probably that of Elias Mohino Berzosa, whose family also wanted his remains exhumed. They had never known for sure if the men were buried near the north-east wall of the cemetery in Caspe, a small town in eastern Spain, as some family members seem to have been told soon after their disappearance in 1947. But they had erected headstones in the hope they had been told the truth. Now that the grave had been reopened, it looked like Sancho and Mohino really had been buried there, though DNA testing was required to confirm their identities.
Volunteers from the Asociacion para la Recuperacion de la Memoria Historica (ARMH) set about removing the remains a few days after Easter. The volunteers, who wore black jackets or hoodies with ARMH printed on the back, carefully extracted each bone in turn. The sparrows in the cypresses almost drowned out the racket from the animal feed factory next door. Crypts and tombstones across the graveyard were pockmarked with bullet holes from the civil war and the years that followed; specific gravestones seemed to have been targeted.
A volunteer called David Ramirez Lopez found a pistol bullet in the grave. He held it up for the others to see. The lead had been flattened by impact into a squat, pluglike shape and the decomposition of organic matter around it had made it look waxy, as if coated in candle grease. Ramirez specialised in identifying artefacts from the civil war and the dictatorship: weaponry, the insignia of Falangist forces, the berets and badges worn by Republican militias and anarchist groups. He had no personal experience of life under General Franco, who died in 1975, three years before he was born. 'As a child I never really thought about [Franco's regime], and they told us nothing about it at school.' But his home region, near Jaen in Andalucia, had been the site of serious violence and reprisals, and his grandmother had told him stories of the postwar famine. 'Everything I know today comes from this passion I developed for finding out what happened.' He worked as a forest ranger in Castile-La Mancha, but for the last seventeen years had been giving his free time to the ARMH.
Since the ARMH was founded in 2000, it has unearthed more than 150 mass graves, and catalogued the bodies found in them. Most victims were killed in cold blood, either during the civil war or in the decades after it. An unknown number of executions were carried out in secret, the deaths unregistered, burial sites unmapped. Others were documented: the archives of the Third Territorial Military Tribunal of Barcelona recorded that Sancho, Mohino and two other men were arrested as suspected members of the Agrupacion guerrillera de Levante y Aragon, popularly known as the Maquis, in the summer of 1947. They were interrogated for weeks by the Civil Guard, the regime's paramilitary police force. Before dawn on 13 August, the four men tried to escape while they were being driven from Alcaniz to Caspe, and were shot dead in a roadside ditch. At least, that's what the guardsmen said. Their signed statement went into a file with the autopsy reports filled out that morning in the morgue at Caspe cemetery. Sancho and Mohino were both shot multiple times in the back. The file included the dsetails of their summary burial, giving the ARMH's researchers more to go on than the rumours more common in these cases. (The autopsy reports also noted that Sancho was wearing 'beach shoes' and Mohino 'rubber-soled sandals'.)
Marco Antonio Gonzalez, vice president of the ARMH, said that the exhumation had been straightforward. The only difficulty had been that the regional authority of Aragon was slow to grant the necessary permits. The ARMH had got the story into the press and the application was approved soon afterwards (the authority claimed the delay was merely a matter of due diligence). Spain's provincial authorities were usually compliant, Gonzalez said, in part because the exhumations don't cost them any money. The association relies on donations, and its members run a support network, offering beds in their houses, lifts to mass graves in remote areas and lunch for the crews. That day it was sandwiches and cold beers from a nearby tapas bar, spread out on a picnic table made from planks from a mausoleum door laid across two wheelbarrows.
'It shouldn't be like this,' Gonzalez said. 'This is work the Spanish state should be doing. But it's not, so here we are. All we do is contribute our hands, and our knowledge, to remove these bodies from the places decided by their murderers, so their children or grandchildren can choose where they should go.' The body of his own great-grandfather, who was taken out and shot as a communist in the early days of the civil war, has never been recovered. Gonzalez's grandfather, an orphan at eleven, 'couldn't finish his education, because he had to work', Gonzalez said. 'In my family we've always been workers. We're proud of our class traditions. But in the end we are also the children of people murdered by fascists, and the effects are still dragging out, three and four generations after 18 July' - the date of Franco's coup in 1936.
Gonzalez and his team were scathing about the country's main left-wing party, the PSOE, and the coalition government headed by Pedro Sanchez, its leader. Pope Francis had died a couple of days earlier, on Easter Monday, and the group spoke about the abiding power of the Church over Spanish education, healthcare and finance. They described the religious parades of Easter week as annual rituals of cultish manipulation, and criticised the Memory Laws drafted by PSOE-led governments in 2007 and 2022 to recognise the victims of Francoist repression and enshrine rights for their relatives for ignoring the role of the Church in propping up the military dictatorship for forty years. They claimed that the only tangible result of the Memory Laws has been a new system of government subsidies for exhumations. The government often subcontracts these exhumations to private firms owned by families that are known to be historically Francoist, or at least unsympathetic to the left; the team cited recent cases near Valencia. They also claimed that the government isn't very good at the job: the official figures as of October 2025 show that though there have been 8741 state-ordered exhumations, only 70 bodies have been formally identified.
One of the investigators, Magdalena Garcia, talked about a site that had particularly affected her, where several bodies had been buried unusually deeply, 'maybe six metres', including a young woman in the foetal position. Ballistic impressions showed that many shots had been fired into the pit. 'Que horror,' Garcia said. Researching the cases had brought her into contact with now elderly relatives who still had memories of lost family members. 'You learn a lot about the resilience of human beings,' she said. 'How much suffering they can bear, and for how long. Some become more comfortable talking about it, but some never do.'
The team psychologist, Raul de la Fuente Gutierrez, helps families prepare for exhumations. He did his training during the excavation of mass graves in Guatemala around 2000. 'You want them to express, express, express, whatever they're feeling, especially the negative emotions,' he said. 'And if they can't, you just try to calm them a little, help them past the fear or resistance.'
De la Fuente had counselled Sancho's two daughters, who greeted him affectionately. Josefina and Maria Pilar Sancho were toddlers when their father was killed. Now 78 and 81, they had come to see his remains lifted out of the ground. Maria Pilar, the elder sister, walked to the edge of the grave and stood there for a minute, one hand clasped over her mouth. Josefina, the younger sister, moved among the team, effusive as they talked her through the process. Groups of bones were being transferred from buckets into clear plastic bags, which were put in cardboard boxes labelled with the name and number of the skeleton. They would be taken for DNA testing at the University of Leon.
Josefina said she didn't need to wait for the results. When she looked into the pit and saw the cranium and ribcage, she opened her arms wide and almost wailed: 'I know that's my father.' The ARMH volunteers stepped back and Josefina climbed down a wooden ladder into the pit and ran a finger along the vertebrae. Then she closed her eyes, whispered something and kissed the skull. I felt that I shouldn't be watching and went for a walk around the graveyard. Near the centre was a granite cross honouring the local men who had fought and died for Franco. By the west wall was a rusty metal obelisk dedicated to the volunteers of the International Brigades who had been killed at the Battle of Caspe in March 1938.
There's a family legend that my grandfather and his friends, still in their teens, stockpiled shotguns from their farms in County Waterford to take to Spain, but were foiled when they tried to smuggle their cache onto a ferry at Rosslare. I was proud of this story until I heard another version, in which my grandfather wanted to join Franco's forces in order to kill communists. This sounded more like the man I knew. He died in Spain after retiring to Estepona. My father retired to the Costa del Sol too, and I followed them both as far as Madrid, where I've lived for a decade. There, the civil war is often discussed as a numbers game. The left can't deny the atrocities committed by their side - the Paracuellos massacres and other butcherings of prisoners and priests, unarmed civilians and rebels shot mid-surrender - but any admission usually comes with the qualifier that the right racked up a much higher body count. Conservatives claim the opposite. The ARMH uses the estimate given by the National High Court in 2008, that 114,226 people disappeared during the war and dictatorship. A survey co-ordinated by the historian Santos Julia Diaz in 1999 found that around 150,000 were killed by Nationalists and around 50,000 by Republicans - this is now known as the 150:50 ratio.
Franco had decades in which to deal with his enemies. Sancho and Mohino weren't killed until 1947. Some victims are thought to lie under the concrete pilings of the dams and motorways that changed the Spanish landscape from the late 1950s onwards. And no one knows how many Republican corpses ended up in the Valley of the Fallen, the monumental necropolis built to Franco's orders on a mountain outside Madrid. It's estimated that between five and twelve thousand Republican corpses were reinterred there, without permission or notification, alongside a larger number of Nationalist dead. This was presented by the regime as a gesture of reconciliation, but Emilio Silva, the founder and president of the ARMH, doesn't see it that way. 'There can be no reconciliation between fascist and anti-fascist,' he told me when we spoke a few months after the Caspe exhumation. 'It's impossible, and this country's transition to democracy was based on that great lie.'
We sat outside a cafe in Parque de Santa Maria, the northern suburb of Madrid where Silva has lived for forty years. Pointing to the high rises around us, Silva said that the neighbourhood had been built in the 1960s by the property developer Jose Banus, a friend of Franco's. Silva listed other major construction contracts, seats on the boards of energy suppliers and senior positions in government awarded to Franco's former allies long after his death. Franco's body wasn't removed from his tomb in the Valley of the Fallen until 2019. It was reburied in a family plot at El Pardo at public expense.
'Another insult to the victims who are still in ditches,' Silva said. His grandfather Emilio Silva Faba had been a Republican shop-owner and election organiser in the province of Leon. Arrested by the Falange early in the civil war, he was driven to the edge of a field and executed with a dozen others on the night of 16 October 1936. They were buried where they fell, under an overgrown walnut tree. In March 2000, his grandson, then working as a journalist, pieced the story together and found his grandfather's remains just outside the village of Priaranza del Bierzo. It took six months to arrange the exhumation, and longer still to confirm the identity by DNA testing. Silva wrote about it in the Cronica de Leon and readers responded with stories of their own missing relatives. He set up the ARMH to improve and formalise the process of recovering the desaparecidos, 'the disappeared'.
'That word was important in creating the association,' he said. The term is more often used of those killed by the juntas in Chile or Argentina, and many were shocked by its being used of Spain. 'We had progressive historians telling us: "No, no, no, desaparecidos is for Latin America." But how is it different? My grandfather was illegally detained, tortured and killed, and his body was hidden. For me, it's the same whether it happened in Buenos Aires, Santiago or Manila.'
In the early days of the ARMH, a judge in Leon argued that to dig up the dead of the Franco era was to breach the Amnesty Law, which forgave acts of political violence committed before its signing in October 1977. 'I learned that the Amnesty Law was for the perpetrators,' Silva said. The Memory Laws might appear to offer support for ARMH's exhumations, but Silva emphasised their shortcomings. 'There is still no public office for people to go and ask for help finding their loved ones. So we are that office, completely independent, treating them with dignity and empathy. For me, for all of us I think, the human feeling comes before the politics. These people were the losers in the war, the losers in the dictatorship, the losers in democracy. And I'm including my own family.'
Josefina had no clear memories of her father. Her mother, who never remarried, couldn't tell her much. The guerrilla group he was said to belong to had killed people, she knew, but 'everyone told us he wasn't guilty of anything, he was just a driver and they caught him by mistake, but I don't know. Whatever he did, or didn't do, he paid with his life.' She used to visit the cemetery in Caspe, where her mother had somehow paid for a tombstone to be erected above the mass grave her husband might not even be in. 'I've had such horrible depressions,' Josefina said. She gestured at the volunteers. 'I'm so grateful, I'll never forget it. They're probably thinking: "This little girl, she's finally seen her father and she can't cry." But today I don't want to, I don't feel like it.' Her mother, who died twenty years ago, is buried in Alcaniz. 'Her dream, and my dream, was for my father to lie beside her. Now it's going to happen, and it will be the best day of my life. It will be a party. And then I can die happy.' In July, the lab confirmed that one of the skeletons was Joaquin Sancho Margeli. His funeral, and reburial, were held in October.
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