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Another Country
Adam Shatz

8020 words'The very word "America"  remains a new, almost completely undefined and extremely controversial proper noun,' James Baldwin wrote in 1959. 'No one in the world seems to know exactly what it describes, not even we motley millions who call ourselves Americans.' Is it a dream or a nightmare, a democratic paradise or a bastion of white supremacy and religious intolerance? Is it a geographic territory or a phantasmagorical hyperreality in Baudrillard's sense - something that is more real than real, a hall of mirrors in which the separation between the world and its representations dissolves? Or perhaps all of the above?
The 'rich confusion' of American identity, as Baldwin put it, has given rise to endless attempts at definition, by foreign observers as well as Americans. The French film critic Serge Daney, who loved America's cinema as much as he despised its imperialism, called it 'the place that makes it possible to dream, but also the corner of reality that dreams crash into'. Octavio Paz, evoking the country's immense scale, described it as 'geography, pure space, open to human action'. In the words of the French filmmaker Jean-Pierre Melville, 'America is the sublime and the abominable.'
Critics of American racism, class inequality and foreign policy have tended to focus on the abominable. 'Two centuries ago,' Frantz Fanon wrote in 1961, 'a former European colony decided to catch up with Europe. It succeeded so well that the United States became a monster, in which the ... sickness and inhumanity of Europe have grown to appalling dimensions.' George Kennan, the least sentimental of American diplomats, echoed Fanon, describing America as 'a prehistoric monster' with a 'brain the size of a pin'. Yet even Fanon, who saw it as a 'country of lynchers', turned to it for inspiration, drawing on the work of Black writers such as Richard Wright and Chester Himes. America is a 'battlefield', Simone de Beauvoir wrote, 'and you can only become passionate about the battle it is waging with itself, in which the stakes are beyond measure.'
Since Beauvoir made this observation in 1947, at the beginning of the Cold War, there has been one battle after another, both inside America itself, and over the idea of America and its role in the world. Currently led, if that is the word, by an infantile would-be king while the future is being forged in Shanghai and Beijing, America may no longer be a serious country. It may even be a laughable one. Yet, as the Swedish diplomatic historian Anders Stephanson writes in his book American Imperatives, 'the alarming fact' is that 'everyone on this earth has an enormous stake in how the United States chooses to be and act in this world.'* Not just enormous, but existential: consider, for example, the recent termination of USAID programmes, which may lead to as many as fourteen million deaths by 2030. Or the kidnapping of foreign leaders in countries with large oil reserves. Or the insistence on acquiring Greenland, even - or especially - if it means tearing up the rules-based order established after the war. Or the creation of a 'Board of Peace' in Gaza, designed to replace the United Nations - the list goes on.
Donald Trump's presidency is many things, but it is, above all, a violent attempt to resolve the 'rich confusion' that surrounds the word 'America', to make it synonymous with his vision of a fortress state at war with immigrants, shadowy globalists, 'narco-terrorists' and domestic enemies. During his first term, some influential commentators on the left argued that Trump was little more than a pro-business Republican, even if he lacked the impulse control, the deference to civilised norms of behaviour, to say nothing of the habit of couching racism in euphemisms, exhibited by traditional conservatives. The argument wasn't persuasive in 2016; today, it is a flight from reality. It's true that Trump's efforts to downsize the administrative state, to eliminate regulations on workplace safety, consumer protection and the environment, are in sync with much conservative thinking. But the pardoning of insurrectionists and other criminals, the undermining of birthright citizenship, the attacks on Somalis as 'garbage', the aspersions cast on the competence and honour of Black members of the military, the mainstreaming of neo-Nazis, the calls for the execution of political opponents, the shakedowns of law firms and universities, the war on scientific research and historical knowledge, and the expansion of a vast police state which is used to hunt down and deport migrants and, increasingly, to prevent critics of American policy from entering the United States: this is something else. So is the administration's warning against 'civilisational erasure' in Europe. And for women seeking an abortion, for migrants and trans people seeking merely to exist, America has become a dangerous place.
Some may protest that Trump's policies aren't unprecedented: Democrats, too, have imposed border crackdowns and supported pre-emptive wars. Both parties have been complicit in the creation of the imperial presidency and a neoliberal economic order. All of this is true, and the era of ICE, CECOT and DOGE should not make us nostalgic for the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, Obama's infatuation with drones, or the carte blanche that Joe Biden gave to Benjamin Netanyahu in Gaza. Yet anyone who cares about the stability of the republic might have reason to regret the disintegration of moderate Republicanism, one of the defining structural features of American political life. George W. Bush led the United States into its most catastrophic war since Vietnam, yet he never expressed any hostility to Muslims. Richard Nixon, a brooding, often monstrous leader who spied on his fellow Americans and presided over bombing campaigns in Vietnam and Cambodia, made significant contributions to environmental protection and to the welfare state, which are being dismantled only now.
Trump's movement, which has captured the Republican Party, represents a radical acceleration of the darkest tendencies in American political culture: the violent braggadocio of 19th-century wars of expansion and extermination; the racist revanchism of the campaign to end Reconstruction; the repressiveness of the two Red Scares; the glowering populism of Father Coughlin and George Wallace; the savagery and corruption of slumlord capitalism. It seeks to dismantle what remains of the country's already diminished democracy, and to establish in its place a predatory regime answerable to a single leader and his entourage. Whether the regime is 'fascist', 'post-fascist' or 'neo-authoritarian', what is indisputable is that it has unleashed what John Ganz has called a sense of 'moral anarchy', in which there are no longer any limits to the expression of sadism, or to its implementation as policy. Children are forcibly separated from their parents. Migrants from Venezuela are flown to a concentration camp in El Salvador, where they are tortured and sexually abused. The murder of the movie director Rob Reiner and his wife by their mentally ill son is explained away by Trump as a product of Reiner's hatred of him. The murder of Renee Good in Minneapolis by federal agents is justified as a response to 'domestic terrorism'. To quote a line from one of his recent speeches: 'No one can believe what's going on.' As for all the talk of American greatness being restored, one is reminded of what Frederick Douglass, a former slave, said on 4 July 1852 of the Declaration of Independence, that it was nothing more than a 'thin veil to cover up crimes which would disgrace a nation of savages'.
Trump appears to be on a roll. The attacks on boats in the Caribbean and the Pacific, the abduction of Nicolas Maduro, and the threats against Iran, Cuba, Mexico and Greenland constitute a blunt reassertion of imperial dominance. But they also suggest a desire for diversion from domestic failure, recalling the 'gladiatorial futility' that Antonio Gramsci contrasted with America's authentic innovations in his essay on 'Americanism and Fordism'. Inflation is running at 2.7 per cent, and the Republican Party's midterm prospects aren't promising. MAGA is bedevilled by divisions over Israel, Venezuela and the use of force abroad. Philosemitic McCarthyites who want to weaponise false charges of antisemitism are clashing with those who prefer to use antisemitism to build the movement. According to the political commentator Ezra Klein, the vibe shift in Trump's favour has already passed. But we are only a year in. Even if Trump fails, he can still inflict enormous, possibly irreparable damage. The United States looks more and more like the sick man of the Americas, a country of spectacular disparities in wealth, crippling political dysfunction and pervasive violence.
How did we get here? A variety of explanations, some of which overlap, have been advanced: the revolt of the non-college-educated against the college-educated; anger among whites in the heartland at coastal elites and their woke ethos; the politics of fear that emerged in the crucible of 9/11 and the war on terror; populist rage over immigration; an anachronistic constitutional order that gives far too much power to small states. All these accounts have a grain of truth, but none captures the full dimensions of America's crisis, which is not merely political but spiritual, the latest chapter in an older struggle over what sort of country it wants to be - if, indeed, it still is a single country.
One of the more hallucinatory reactions to Trumpism during the first term came from liberals who saw it as an un-American movement, if not a conspiracy hatched in Moscow. They made visits to Viktor Orban's Hungary and pored over Hannah Arendt's Origins of Totalitarianism, though a cursory reading of America's own history could have shown them that even Trump's most outlandish policies have a twisted precedent in its past of racism and intolerance. The white South Africans who are now almost the only 'refugees' admitted to the US weren't the first fugitives from racial equality on whom the American sun decided to shine. As the historian Mae Ngai has pointed out, the first federal refugee resettlement programme, established in 1794, allocated the equivalent of $440 million to assist French colonists fleeing the Haitian Revolution. Washington, Madison and Jefferson welcomed the slaveholders into a country where slavery was the very condition of the white man's freedom.
Two of the most powerful recent books about America's crisis trace its impasse to the ideologies of infinite progress and freedom, myths that have provided American exceptionalism with its most enduring pillars. In Greg Grandin's ambitious essay The End of the Myth: From the Frontier to the Border in the Mind of America (2019), the regime of militarised, racist policing on the US-Mexico border is the all but inevitable heir to the now vanished 'frontier' - a physical barrier replacing a shifting and, for much of America's existence, expanding boundary. Grandin quotes a letter Clare Boothe Luce sent in the 1940s to her husband, Henry, the publisher of Time, in which she wrote that, with the end of the country's territorial expansion, America could survive as a nation only by preserving its 'racial and cultural homogeneity' with 'strict barriers against further immigrations of Brown, Black and Yellow peoples'. The first barrier on the US-Mexico border, Grandin notes, was constructed from wire that had surrounded the camps where Japanese Americans were interned during the Second World War. In the second book, Freedom's Dominion: A Saga of White Resistance to Federal Power (2022), Jefferson Cowie tells the story of Barbour County in Alabama from the 18th century to the present, and shows in granular detail that the idea of freedom has gone hand in hand, for many white Americans, with the right to lord it over others, especially Black people and Native Americans, but also the victims of the country's foreign adventures and, indeed, anyone who stands in its way, including its (former?) European allies. Freedom, as most Americans understand it, is the problem, not the solution, an ideology that stands in the way of a more democratic, egalitarian politics.
In Cowie and Grandin's books America's violence, cruelty and obsession with racial purity are depicted as more or less ineradicable. From this perspective, every document of American civilisation is a document of barbarism. The pioneer spirit, the belief in plucky individualism, the religion of freedom itself - all these were written in blood. Has the American dream always been a lie? Is it just red meat for MAGA?
It's tempting to think so - particularly if you've been on the other side of America's violence. The weight of the historical forces that so frequently darken what Ornette Coleman called the 'skies of America' can easily turn hope into alienation. In The Fire Next Time, published in 1963, Baldwin summoned the exhortatory cadences of the preacher he'd been as a teenager. By coming together for the sake of 'achieving our country', he argued, politically conscious Blacks and whites could save not only America but the world itself. By the time he published No Name in the Street in 1972, a book haunted by the murders of Medgar Evers, Malcolm X and Martin Luther King, Baldwin had lost all hope in white Americans, the 'sickest and certainly the most dangerous people, of any colour, to be found in the world today'.
Baldwin's anger was understandable: the backlash was in full swing, led by Nixon in the name of the 'silent majority'. No one has paid a higher price for America's refusal to face its past, to face itself, than Black Americans. But America's traditions of resistance in politics and culture shouldn't be underestimated. Abolitionists, suffragists, civil rights, labour and antiwar activists, advocates of women's and gay liberation, jazz musicians, Abstract Expressionist painters, Beat poets: all were deeply American in their way. So were many of the communists who in the 1930s declared that communism was '20th-century Americanism'. As Eric Foner has emphasised, America's radicals developed a distinctive language of freedom, as far away as possible from the white man's freedom to dominate others, as espoused by Andrew Jackson, George Wallace and Trump. These radical traditions have always been embattled, but they have not vanished, and they have been enriched and reinvented by successive waves of immigration.
Athird generation  American, born in 1972, I am an heir to some of these traditions. My great-grandparents were part of the wave of Eastern European Jews who fled the pogroms in the early 20th century. America, as Philip Roth wrote of his ancestors, was their Zion, not Palestine. They revered FDR and despised Joe McCarthy and his chief counsel, Roy Cohn, Trump's future mentor. They were grateful for America, but their gratitude was tinged with anxiety. My paternal great-grandfather, a socialist carpenter born in Minsk in 1892, was shaken by the massacre at Kent State University in Ohio in May 1970, where the National Guard killed four students protesting against the Vietnam War. As an adolescent, he had seen workers being shot by tsarist troops during the 1905 uprising, and he could not believe that it was happening in his adoptive country.
My parents' understanding of America was less innocent. Having reached political maturity in the era of civil rights and Vietnam, they were all too familiar with the gap between American ideals and American realities. Yet they, too, for many years, believed that the arc of American history ultimately bent towards justice. In my teens, I found this narrative hard to reconcile with what I was learning about US support for death squads in Central America, involvement in coups against democratic leaders in Chile and Iran, cosy relations with apartheid South Africa and bankrolling of Israel's occupation of the West Bank and Gaza. It was also hard to reconcile this belief with what I already knew about the history of slavery, segregation and racial discrimination in America, thanks to the writings of Baldwin, the Autobiography of Malcolm X and, above all, thanks to jazz, the music that had obsessed me since I was an adolescent.
Yet, paradoxically, it was jazz in particular, and Black music more generally, that prevented me, as it still does, from giving up on America. My guides to the meaning of American democracy, and to what Albert Murray called the 'mulatto textures' of American culture, weren't the Founding Fathers. They were Duke Ellington, Charlie Parker, Thelonious Monk, Billie Holiday, John Coltrane, Sonny Rollins, Charles Mingus, Miles Davis, Ornette Coleman and Cecil Taylor. Their music embodied the promise of another country, one that was true to its professed ideals. Its very existence seemed miraculous. A vernacular music, created by the descendants of slaves, had evolved into the country's greatest art form. 'It was a new song,' W.E.B. Du Bois wrote of Black music in his 1935 study of America's still unfinished revolution, Black Reconstruction,
and its deep and plaintive beauty, its great cadences and wild appeal wailed, throbbed and thundered on the world's ears with a message seldom voiced by man ... They sneered at it - those white Southerners who heard it and never understood. They raped and defiled it - those white Northerners who listened without ears. Yet it lived and grew ... and it sits today at the right hand of God, as America's one real gift to beauty; as slavery's one redemption, distilled from the dross of its dung.

Since slavery, Du Bois argued, Black people had wrested the sublime from the abominable, from everything they'd suffered since their arrival on American shores after the Middle Passage. Yet rather than repress the horror, jazz musicians placed the struggles of Black America, and therefore the question of American democracy, at the centre of their work. Throughout his career, Ellington composed tone poems about Black life. Rollins dressed up as a cowboy on the cover of his 1957 album Way Out West, in a mischievous appropriation of the frontier legend, and a year later released the first civil rights album, Freedom Suite. Charles Mingus, one of the most outspoken jazz musicians, introduced his 1964 piece 'Meditations on Integration' by warning that while segregationists didn't have 'ovens and gas faucets yet', they did have 'electrical fences'. His piece, he said, was a 'prayer that we can find some wirecutters and get out'.
Mingus didn't have to look far. Jazz itself acted as a superb pair of wirecutters. Few art forms have proved as supple, as welcoming of foreign influence. I am thinking of Mingus's embrace of mariachi music, Ellington's Far East Suite, Coltrane's exploration of Carnatic traditions and Davis's fascination with Spanish folk music. I am thinking of the violinist Billy Bang swinging with Vietnamese musicians in a work reflecting on his experiences as a 'tunnel rat' during the war. Jazz, the most American of musical languages, has also been the most open to the world.
This sensibility 
, this wire-cutting cosmopolitanism, is under assault today, but it has deep roots in American culture. 'You cannot spill a drop of American blood without spilling the blood of the whole world,' Herman Melville wrote in his autobiographical novel Redburn, published twelve years before the outbreak of the Civil War. 'We are not a narrow tribe of men ... our blood is as the flood of the Amazon, made up of a thousand noble currents all pouring into one. We are not a nation, so much as a world.' Writing six decades later in the Atlantic Monthly, the social critic Randolph Bourne elaborated on Melville's reflections, describing America as 'not a nationality but a trans-nationality, a weaving back and forth, with the other lands, of many threads of all sizes and colours. Any movement which attempts to thwart this weaving, or to dye the fabric any one colour, or disentangle the threads of the strands, is false to this cosmopolitan vision.' This vision of America as a 'federation of cultures', Bourne emphasised, was the antithesis not only of white supremacy, but of the 'melting pot'. And nothing threatened it so much as war and what he called 'the sewage of the war spirit'. Liberal intellectuals who 'still seem to believe in a peculiar kind of democratic and antiseptic war', he warned a year before Woodrow Wilson took America into the First World War, should understand that 'willing war means willing all the evils that are organically bound up with it.'
Bourne lost his battle: most of his peers were infected with the war spirit. The United States emerged from the Second World War - an existential battle against barbarism, if ever there was one - as the world's most powerful country and soon evolved into a national security state, with hundreds of military bases in countries around the world. As Stephanson writes, 'no single event ... changed the geopolitical position of the United States in the world' as much as the Second World War. Two years after the bombing of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, just as the Cold War and the anti-communist purges began, Beauvoir published a travelogue, America Day by Day, one of the most acute studies of US character since Tocqueville's Democracy in America. She felt, at first, 'a dizzying attraction for America, where the memory of the pioneers is still recent and palpable'. She appreciated the whiskey and hamburgers, the spirit of 'energy, expansion, conquest' embodied in New York's skyscrapers and the 'ready warmth' of the people, 'disconcerting' as it was to an intellectual from Paris. She loved the jazz she heard in the clubs of New York and Chicago, music of 'mourning ... sensuality, eroticism, joy, sadness, revolt, hope - Black music always expressed something.' Jazz seemed to her to reflect experiences beyond what she called the 'propaganda of the smile'.
That propaganda was ubiquitous in Cold War America, which Beauvoir described as a coercively cheerful country that refused to confront the reality of death, that expressed its horror of the body in advertisements for deodorant and laxatives. Most Americans, she found, were incapable of nuance, since 'to accept nuance is to accept ambiguity of judgment, argument and hesitation'. They preferred to believe in 'a geometric world where every right angle is set against another, like their buildings and their streets'. 'The arrogance of Americans,' she wrote, 'is not their will to power; it's the will to impose Good.' And, she added, to fight evil: intellectuals told her that ideas 'detrimental to democracy' should be suppressed and spoke with resignation, even fatalism, about the inevitability of war with the Soviet Union. For all America's vaunted freedoms, the people she met were strikingly conformist, expressing an optimism about their country that not even 'the sight of Buchenwald could shake'. America's rugged individualism had left them atomised, incapable of imagining themselves as a potential collective with the power to alter their circumstances.
America, Beauvoir feared, was at risk of becoming 'no different from the totalitarian regimes it claims to oppose'. On a bus in Texas, she saw a group of whites jeer at a pregnant Black woman; the woman fainted. America's 'democratic culture' stopped at the colour line. Richard Wright took her to churches in Harlem and showed her that the North's de facto segregation was just as oppressive, in its own way, as the de jure segregation in the South. By the end of her trip, Beauvoir had concluded that equality and freedom had been 'emptied of their meaning' in the United States. The only way to continue loving the country, she decided, was 'to love it sorrowfully'.
C.L.R. James, the great Trinidadian radical and pan-African activist, a child of the British Empire and one of its fiercest critics, loved America with stubborn defiance, and would probably have taken citizenship if he hadn't been deported as a foreign subversive in 1953. James had settled in New York in 1938, after the publication of The Black Jacobins, his classic history of the Haitian Revolution. He married a white American woman, Constance Webb, who gave birth to their son, Nobbie, in 1949. A West Indian Marxist, James had no illusions about the condition of Black Americans or workers, but he had an intense admiration for America's democratic traditions and its popular culture. The country's 'essential conflict', he wrote in American Civilisation in 1950, lay in the chasm between its ideals and the brutal realities of class and race oppression. These contradictions generated an unbearable tension at the heart of American life, which expressed itself in 'the subservience of the intellectuals', a longing for a 'man of force, resolution, will, power to command', and therefore the threat of dictatorship, the negation of America's political traditions. 'The greatest power in Western civilisation,' he feared, 'no longer knows what to believe about itself.'
On 10 June 1952, James fell victim to that confusion, when he was arrested by agents from the Immigration and Naturalisation Services (INS), under the anti-communist McCarran-Walter Act, and incarcerated at Ellis Island. Under surveillance since his arrival, once arrested he was treated no differently from the Stalinists he despised and was forced to share a cell with a group of communist activists, who, knowing that he was a Trotskyist, took a vote on whether to speak to him (they voted 'yes' on the grounds that his status as a fellow prisoner was more important). Over the next few months, while awaiting deportation, he threw all his energy into a manuscript that he published in 1953 under the title Mariners, Renegades and Castaways: The Story of Herman Melville and the World We Live In. He dedicated the book to his son, 'who will be 21 years old in 1970, by which time I hope he and his generation will have left behind them forever all the problems of nationality'.
The 'miracle of Herman Melville', James argued, was that he 'painted a picture of the world in which we live', not just of America. In Moby-Dick, published in 1851, Melville had envisioned 'an industrial civilisation on fire and plunging blindly into darkness', a 'world of massed bombers, of cities in flames'. James, who wrote the book in part as an attempt to secure his own release, does not include the word 'socialism' in it, but it's clear where his sympathies lie in his account of the struggle on board the Pequod between the destructive, tyrannical Captain Ahab and his multiracial, working-class crew, with their 'grace and wit and humour, and their good-humoured contempt of those for whom life consists of nothing else but fine cambrics and tea on the piazza'. In between Ahab and the crew, weighing his options with Hamlet-like indecisiveness, is Ishmael, a 'completely modern young intellectual' who is left isolated from the masses, unable to 'embrace reality spontaneously'. ('No intellectuals in the world run so much after the psychic realities of their own souls as Americans,' James wrote witheringly in American Civilisation.) And then there is Starbuck, the first mate: 'His story is the story of the liberals and democrats who during the last quarter of a century have led the capitulation to the totalitarians in country after country.'
Mariners, Renegades and Castaways concludes with an extraordinary reflection on James's confinement in Ellis Island, the hallowed arrival point for immigrants that, since the 1920s, had become a detention centre for undesirable aliens and political dissidents. Although he distrusted his Communist Party cellmates, they leapt to his defence when his ulcer went untreated, inflicting a 'moral defeat' on the Department of Justice, 'with all its officers and armed guards, its bolts and its bars, its thick walls and its power'. The DoJ sought 'the extermination of the alien as a malignant pest', but the aliens remained steadfast, 'citizens of the world' who knew it 'better than many world-famous foreign correspondents'. In James's description, Ellis Island comes to resemble Melville's Pequod, 'a miniature of all the nations of the world and all sections of society'.
As citizens of the world, James and his fellow castaways were, he stressed, potential American citizens who, like others forced to struggle for their rights in the land of the free, understood those rights far better than most Americans. When the district director of Immigration and Naturalisation of the Port of New York tells James that he can always return to Trinidad and drink papaya juice, James asks his reader, the 'average American citizen', to consider the fact that the law 'provides that the alien should have a hearing', that even if the decision is unfavourable, there is a right of appeal, and that if the appeal is rejected, 'the matter can be taken to the district court', indeed all the way up to the Supreme Court. This process, he writes, could have originated only
in a country where the traditional role of the immigrant and the tradition of civil liberties are such as to have created for the alien every possible opportunity to make as good a case for himself as possible ... Can that be reconciled with the brutal and arrogant statement: if he does not like what is happening to him, he can go and drink papaya juice? ... You cannot reverse the whole historical past and traditions of a people by packaged legislation and loud propaganda ... Try to carry them out by grafting them onto a traditionally democratic system, and the result is complete chaos.

The title of Martin Luther King's last book, published in 1967, is Where Do We Go from Here? Chaos or Community. In that year, King came out against the Vietnam War in an impassioned speech at Riverside Church in Manhattan. Just as James emphasised that American injustice was communism's greatest recruiting tool, so King wrote that 'nothing provides the communists with a better climate for expansion and infiltration than the continued alliance of our nation with racism and exploitation throughout the world.' The 'burning of human beings with napalm' in Vietnam struck him as a 'symptom of a far deeper malady' than a passing political crisis.
That malady ultimately lay in the disregard for life that characterised the United States, a country based on 'socialism for the rich' and 'individualism for the poor'. Racism and segregation, a 'subtle reduction of life by means of deprivation' whose 'ultimate logic is genocide', had generated a 'schizophrenic personality on the question of race'. There was the self that 'proudly professed the great principles of democracy, and a self in which she madly practised the antithesis of democracy'. White backlash was 'nothing new', merely the 'resurfacing of old prejudices, hostilities and ambivalences that have always been there', the 'same search for rationalisation, the same lack of commitment that has always characterised white Americans on the subject of race'. When, he wondered, would poor, underprivileged whites whose egos were fed by white supremacy while their stomachs went hungry realise that they had much more to gain by forging an alliance with poor Black people? But, like James, King was less concerned with poor whites than with what he called 'the protectors of the status quo and its fraternities of the indifferent who are notorious for sleeping through revolutions' when 'our very survival depends on our ability to stay awake.'
At the end of his life, King was moving towards the view - echoed by Bourne, James and Baldwin - that America's domestic agonies could not be disentangled from the country's pursuit of its economic and political interests abroad. Cold War competition with the Soviet Union had hastened the demise of apartheid in America, since it could scarcely project itself as the land of the free while depriving Black citizens of their rights, no matter how many jazz musicians it sent abroad as 'ambassadors' of American freedom. But with the passage of the Civil Rights Act and the Voting Rights Act in 1964 and 1965, the civil rights movement found itself at an impasse. The US was, for the first time in its history, a democracy for all its citizens, and Black Americans were now equal, on paper, to whites. But freedom often meant being free to live in substandard housing or to fight in Vietnam, where the funds for Lyndon Johnson's 'war on poverty' were being diverted. As King understood, the needs of the national security state, and of American multinationals, were eating away at the fulfilment of the promise of freedom. 'A nation that continues year after year to spend more money on military defence than on programmes of social uplift is approaching spiritual death,' he wrote. 'America, the richest and most powerful nation in the world, can well lead the way in this revolution of values. There is nothing, except a tragic death wish, to prevent us from reordering our priorities, so that the pursuit of peace will take precedence over the pursuit of war.'
By the time King was assassinated in Memphis a year later, he was a lonely figure, deserted by many of his allies because of his opposition to the war in Vietnam. They told him to stick to what he knew and leave foreign affairs to the experts. Some accused him of giving ammunition to communists. Never mind that King's anti-imperialism had an impeccably American pedigree. In 1821, John Quincy Adams, the then secretary of state and son of a Founding Father, warned that if the United States went 'abroad, in search of monsters to destroy', 'flashing ... the murky radiance of dominion and power', 'the fundamental maxims of her policy would insensibly change from liberty to force ... She might become the dictatress of the world. She would be no longer the ruler of her own spirit.'
Today the warnings of King and Adams could hardly seem more prophetic. American democracy has been progressively hollowed out by forever wars, deindustrialisation, the tyranny of wealth and the creation of an archipelago of maximum security prisons, where the poor can be confined if they haven't already succumbed to addiction or despair. The United States is neither 'the freest country in the world', as Noam Chomsky has often described it, nor even a very stable one. It would be foolish to deny the force and allure of Trump's perverse charisma, but after the violent humiliation of 9/11, the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq and the financial crisis of 2008, he walked through an open door. His supporters were ready to hand over power, and many of their freedoms, to a man of force and resolution, a man who hated the 'system' that had betrayed them.
Even so, the speed with which the system caved to Trump 2.0 has been shocking. During the blitzkrieg of executive orders that followed his victory Democrats in Congress looked paralysed and impotent; 86 of them crossed party lines in November to join the Republican majority in the House in condemning the 'horrors of socialism', even as the administration was gutting the social safety net. Major American research universities, including my alma mater, Columbia University, have collaborated with the administration in its attempts to round up and deport foreign students opposed to Israel's war on Gaza, drawing on a highly tendentious definition of antisemitism that has underwritten both genocide and genocide denial. Bari Weiss, a leader of an earlier anti-Palestinian campaign at Columbia, is now the head of CBS News, where she recently delayed for a month a report made for 60 Minutes about Venezuelan prisoners sent by Trump to CECOT, the maximum security prison in El Salvador. Billionaire university trustees and tech bros have scrambled to kiss the ring.
Seen  from Europe, where I spent most of last year, America's intellectual and moral defences against the Trump juggernaut appeared to be collapsing. Pining for the 'rules-based order' on which Trump turned his back, the foreign policy establishment seemed incapable of saying the word 'Gaza', much less 'genocide', as if Biden's support for Israel's war hadn't done much to erode that order's legitimacy, as if America and the world could be saved by a return to the safe shores of Cold War Atlanticism. Parts of the far left fell prey to a different form of Trump derangement syndrome, refusing to confront Trumpism except as a secondary symptom of neoliberal crisis or doting on Luigi Mangione (accused of killing the CEO of UnitedHealthcare) as a resistance hero. If the ballot couldn't save America, perhaps the bullet could. School massacres seemed to be more common than demonstrations against Trump's policies.
Everywhere I went, people would ask me: 'Why aren't Americans resisting?' I would usually respond by saying: 'But they are, you just don't see it, because it's taking place in the courts.' I wasn't satisfied with that response, however, not just because the Supreme Court invariably struck down the decisions of the lower courts, but because I felt like one of Beauvoir's realist intellectuals, who plead helplessly that they cannot effect change on their own and are all too quick to defer to the 'fraternities of the indifferent'. I knew that the Paris streets would be flooded with protesters if Macron's agenda were half as destructive as Trump's. We seemed to be sleepwalking through the counterrevolution.
Explaining the mysteries of America to people abroad, I felt, oddly, like the writers I met in the Arab and Muslim countries to which the US government had relentlessly preached, and who were forced constantly to answer questions about the supposed peculiarities of their political culture: the widening gulf between educated elites and the masses; the influence of religious fundamentalism and conspiratorial thinking; the susceptibility to authoritarianism; the outbreaks of senseless violence; the use of military solutions to social problems. How different were we? At least the people whom America had lectured hadn't elected their dictators. 'This is not who we are,' Biden reassured us. In fact, it is, and the rest of the world sees this all too clearly.
No country, however, is impervious to the reactionary wave, as many prosperous expatriates are now discovering, having found a sanctuary from Trump's America in European countries where the far right is poised to take power. America's convulsions are part of a global transformation, brought about by neoliberalism, the loss of a socialist horizon and a pervasive sense of malaise and driftlessness - a 'world in decomposition', as the Lebanese-French novelist Amin Maalouf puts it in his book Adrift: How Our World Lost Its Way (2019). For the first time in history, Maalouf writes, 'we have the means to rid the human species of all the plagues that assail it ... and here we are, however, launched at full speed in the opposite direction.' The precariousness of life under contemporary capitalism and the return of scarcity have been a gift to authoritarian politicians who would rather fan anti-immigrant hysteria and bigotry than face problems that demand collective solutions, such as global inequality and the climate crisis. America may be an outlier, for now, in denying the existence of climate change, but European countries, too, have outsourced the control of refugee flows, are hoarding resources and turning themselves into fortresses. And in the face of Trump's threats against Greenland, they've shown little willingness to fight.
Some observers, such as the historian Mark Mazower, have argued that European societies with memories of the Second World War have stronger guardrails against the temptations of neofascism, but it's not clear how strong these guardrails are. Why bother to detoxify yourself, as the far-right Rassemblement National has done in France, now that Trump has succeeded by 'becoming the very devil he was accused of being', as Marine Le Pen's father, Jean-Marie, pointed out? 'The Trump tornado has changed the world in just a few weeks,' Orban declared. 'Yesterday we were heretics, today we're mainstream.'
You might expect that America's leadership of the far-right international would have sparked a paroxysm of anti-American sentiment among radicals and progressives, but it has not. Schadenfreude may partly explain this. As a swaggering and unspeakably tacky casino has taken the place of a smug city on a hill, the American empire has undergone a great, even an overdue, humbling. Exceptionalism, it turns out, does not exempt you from history, or decline. For many people outside the West, who have long known what lies behind America's benevolent sermons, its self-conception as the end of history, seeing the mask stripped off feels like a vindication. At least, they say, Trump is not a hypocrite; at least he admits he's invading Venezuela for its oil and not to promote democracy; at least he can impose a ceasefire in Gaza. As the historian Rahmane Idrissa, who grew up in Niger, reminds us in his essay 'Statemania', published in Equator, foreigners have always been drawn to the US as much for its 'sheer power, the sense of boundless strength it projected' as for its democracy, the defects of which are clear enough to people outside it.
There is also a recognition that while America is the avant-garde of reaction, taking a form as garish as the gold fixtures in the new Lincoln bathroom, it has plenty of company. Washington is not unique in its malevolence, even if its power to do harm is unequalled. In his liner notes to Coltrane's album Live at Birdland, Amiri Baraka wrote that 'one of the most baffling things about America is that despite its essentially vile profile, so much beauty continues to exist here.' I used to think this was a perceptive observation; today it strikes me as an example of American provincialism. People outside the US aren't baffled by this contradiction, which is true of most societies, and are as likely to associate America with Coltrane, Kendrick Lamar and Beyonce as with Trump, J.D. Vance, Pete Hegseth and Stephen Miller. Like Beauvoir and James, they know that another country exists in America, one that's immediately evident when you walk into a bookshop in Paris, Berlin or Madrid stocked with translations of Baldwin, Audre Lorde, bell hooks, David Graeber and other messengers from an alternative American future.
We are  very far from that future. Instead Trump and company seem bent on returning to 19th-century gunboat diplomacy, invoking the threat of 'narco-terrorism' to justify acts of aggression and plunder - an inspiration to other states with imperialist designs on their neighbours. New York City, where I live, is currently the home of the imprisoned leader of Venezuela and his wife, hostages of a regime that makes no secret of its intention to loot their country's oil. But New York is also the centre of one of the most promising developments in American life, the resurgence of an egalitarian left, moving from protest to politics.
Shortly before I left for Berlin a year ago, the Indian filmmaker Mira Nair and her husband, the political scientist Mahmood Mamdani, told me that their son, Zohran, a New York State Assembly member for Queens, was running for mayor. He's either an idiot or he's insane, I thought. At the beginning of his campaign, Mamdani, a 34-year-old Muslim socialist born in Uganda, had 1 per cent support in the polls. Now he is mayor of New York, after a brilliant campaign conducted in large part by young volunteers, many of them veterans of the movement to end Israel's war on Gaza. With his singular charisma, his nimble use of social media and, above all, his emphasis on affordability, Mamdani assembled a broad coalition of recent immigrants, middle-class progressives and African Americans. And he defeated Andrew Cuomo, an establishment Democrat, not in spite of his critiques of Israel and real estate interests - the sacred causes of the local Democratic establishment and the New York Times, both of which tried to torpedo his campaign - but because of them. As Frank Rich observed in New York Magazine, support for Palestine was his 'not so secret sauce', particularly among younger voters who see Palestine not simply as a foreign policy issue but as a domestic one, since the repression of pro-Palestine demonstrations is part of a wider assault on the freedom of assembly, academic and intellectual freedom, and immigrant rights.
In his victory speech, Mamdani insisted that New York would always be a city of immigrants, and alluded to the American socialist leader Eugene Debs and to Nehru, interweaving his adoptive country's radical traditions with the anticolonial politics he inherited from his parents. It was a syncretic idiom of a kind practised by jazz musicians. Soon afterwards, Mamdani appeared on stage with Mahmoud Khalil, one of the leaders of the Palestine protests at Columbia, a green card holder who was held in immigration detention for more than three months last year and whom the Trump administration is still trying to deport, an heir of James and the castaways of Ellis Island. Among those sitting on Mamdani's inaugural committee were labour and community organisers; Muslims and leftist Jews; the novelists Colson Whitehead and Min Jin Lee; the legendary tenor saxophonist Sonny Rollins; and Sami Zaman, the owner of Mamdani's favourite kebab house. New York is not America, and Mamdani's experiment is a precarious one, but for many Americans the sea of faces at his inauguration represents the country's future far more than the orgy of evangelical, Herrenvolk democracy that was Charlie Kirk's funeral.
I was in Algiers when Mamdani won. My Algerian friends, who had followed his rise closely, were thrilled. Where else but in America could a left-wing, brown-skinned immigrant, a racialised 'other', become the mayor of a globally influential city? Algerians have long had a soft spot for the US. While it's resented for its support of Israel, America has the advantage of not being France, and Algerians remember JFK's 1957 speech in favour of Algerian independence and the pressure he exerted as president to end French rule. The morning after his victory, I spoke about Mamdani with the journalist Ihsane El Kadi, who had recently been released from prison after nearly two years and whose children live in the US. 'We can always rely on America to bring us the best and the worst!' he said. Later that day, several people congratulated me on Mamdani's victory. Suddenly I felt homesick, and for the first time in a while, thrust back into the extraordinary drama of America as evoked by Baldwin: I was excited, even proud, to be a part of it. And for a moment I allowed myself to hope that another country might still prevail, that America could step back from its foreign wars and overcome its internal disarray. That other country was the one we saw on the steps of City Hall in New York on 1 January, when Mamdani was inaugurated. Two days later, Operation Absolute Resolve was launched. On 7 January an ICE agent, a veteran of America's war in Iraq, shot and killed Renee Good. Citizens in Minneapolis have mobilised to protest against ICE raids, organising a general strike, but the administration has doubled down, launching a new crackdown in the state of Maine. Once again, it's been one battle after another, in which one side has wirecutters, and the other side has nearly all the guns.
I don't blame myself for letting hope in through the door. Who wouldn't? Without hope we are lost. But hope can also nourish the consoling fantasy that things can be turned around in the next election cycle, or even in a mayoral race. I suspect Americans are particularly susceptible to this 'obligatory optimism', as Beauvoir characterised our collective fever dream, the innocence that remains the most enduring of American reflexes. Since the 2016 election and especially over the last year, I've tried to love America with sorrow, as Beauvoir did. I've reminded myself of the emancipatory potential of its founding ideals, underscored by James. And I've returned again and again to the prophetic words of Baldwin and King. But what I mostly feel these days, as I look at the disaster unfolding in America and its horrifying repercussions throughout the world, is an intense sense of shame. Shame isn't a pleasant emotion, but any honest reckoning with what my country has become has to start with it.
23 January
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Left to the Imagination
  'Imagine the kouros with pubic hair,' T.J. Clark writes, while praising what he describes as the 'aesthetic-erotic coup de grace' made by an Archaic Greek artist in omitting any trace of body hair  on a nude marble youth with a magnificent head of braided hair, now in the Metropolitan Museum of Art (LRB, 25 December 2025). To do so takes little  imagination, though, since the kouros did originally sport painted pubic hair. The paint, long since vanished, sheltered the stone underneath from weathering, leaving a visible difference in the  surface. A raking light readily reveals the symmetrical wings and central peak of a carefully plucked or shaved pubis, suggesting that Greek youth in the sixth century bce spent as much time on their lower as their upper coiffure. Ulrike Koch-Brinkmann and Heinrich Piening, who recently  examined the kouros under ultraviolet radiation, concluded that both the sculpture's pubic hair and eyebrows were once painted a striking azurite blue.
  It calls for more imagination to claim, as Clark does, that the New York kouros is Attic. Jacob Hirsch, the dealer who sold the kouros to the Met in 1932, would say only that he had obtained it  from an English collection. Since Hirsch sold smuggled or faked archaic sculpture to other clients, some prominent scholars of the era declared that the new kouros must be one or the other.  Scientific testing struggles to ascertain the dates of marble sculptures or the mineral pigments used to adorn them, whether by ancient sculptors or their modern imitators.
  The features of the New York kouros are nearly identical with those of excavated kouroi whose authenticity is indisputable; namely, the Sounion Kouros and the Dipylon Head, found respectively in  1906 and 1911. So the remarks about the Greek perceptions of masculinity that Clark makes on the basis of his examination of the New York kouros are valid. But he might have been able to reach more  definite conclusions if not for the forgeries and the looting of archaeological sites that supplied museums outside Greece while confounding our ability to be sure just what it is we're looking at.


Erin L. Thompson

				New York
			
T.J. Clark writes: Two points at issue, I think. I see the 'nakedness', the extraneity, of the kouros's penis and scrotum as essential to the figure's whole presence. Erin Thompson thinks that scientific attention reveals the figure had pubic hair, and that it may have been coloured blue. But whether those facts were made to count, by the sculptor, against the un-concealment of his masculinity - that, surely, remains in doubt. Men, mostly, do have hair around their privates. I love the idea that raking light reveals, just, that the Met man has plucked and shaved his pubic hair.
Then there's the question of fakery. Thompson goes round the block casting doubt, but ends up agreeing that its coming from a dodgy dealer does nothing to dislodge the kouros from its place in the canon. Of course the sculpture was smuggled. Join the club. No scholar I've read has ever claimed its provenance was certain. But it would be quite a faker who went to the lengths of shading pubic hair only detectable under raking light! Throughout Thompson's letter is threaded the word 'imagination'. Less imagination (meaning description and interpretation), and more facts. More science. More ultraviolet, more 'striking azurite blue'. 'Striking' sounds imaginative to me. I leave it to those who can look at the Met kouros for themselves to decide who's observing and who's hallucinating.





The Unconscious Is Back 
  Richard Berengarten complains that my piece on psychoanalysis and politics 'roams over dozens of writers' while 'overlooking Jung' (Letters, 22 January). By my  count, I discuss just six historical psychoanalytic thinkers in any sort of detail (Freud, Reich, Ferenczi, Lacan, Fanon, Firestone), though it's true I briefly mention others (Klein, Deutsch,  Horney, Anna Freud, Fenichel, Marcuse, Fromm, Adorno, Said). I also engage a handful of the many contemporary thinkers who draw on psychoanalysis, including Juliet Mitchell, Jacqueline Rose, Judith  Butler, Jake Romm and Abdaljawad Omar. All these lists could have been a good deal longer had I written a much longer piece, or indeed a different piece altogether - perhaps the 'survey' that  Berengarten seems to think I did in fact write. Apart from Jung, significant historical psychoanalytic thinkers I 'overlooked' include Donald Winnicott, Wilfred Bion, Erik Erikson, Betty Joseph,  Jean Laplanche, Felix Guattari and Nancy Chodorow. All could make a fair claim to ideas that 'speak directly' to contemporary politics. Do Jung's ideas, as Berengarten claims, illuminate 'any  analysis of abuse, hatred, victimisation, racism, war, atrocity and genocide'? Perhaps. If I had written about Jung, I would have taken up the many powerful criticisms levied at his idea of the  'collective unconscious', for example by Fenichel and Mitchell. I would have also written about his significant contributions to the Nazi programme to 'Aryanise' psychoanalysis in the 1930s.


Amia Srinivasan

				Dana Point, California
			


Why Mass Extinctions Happen
  Lorraine Daston writes that a species can be doomed to extinction 'by violence, greed, bigotry and, perhaps most dangerous of all, good intentions' (LRB, 23  October 2025). In June 2022, the New Hampshire Department of Natural and Cultural Resources published an early entry in a burgeoning genre: the botanical obituary. Digitaria  laeviglumis, commonly known as smooth-slender crabgrass, was officially declared extinct in a brief press release. Endemic to Rock Rimmon Park in Manchester, New Hampshire, an area of barely  140 acres, it had last been documented during a botanical survey in 1931. None of the several dozen subsequent surveys of the park had found any trace of the plant; the final nail in its coffin  came when a set of studies, in which preserved specimens (held at the University of New Hampshire's Albion R. Hodgdon Herbarium, where I worked at the time while a student at the university) were  compared with a similar grass recently found in Mexico and Venezuela, determined that the species were not the same. It was the first reported plant extinction in New Hampshire, and only the fifth  in New England. (No doubt, over time, innumerable plants have slipped away unnoticed.)
  What made laeviglumis's passing even more painful was the knowledge that, as the press release noted, an excessive number of collections by local botanists 'may have inadvertently  contributed to its demise'. Its small population could not survive the human inclination to document and preserve. Good intentions indeed.


Owen Hughes

				Somerville, Massachusetts
			

  As a biologist who accepts Darwin's theory of evolution by natural selection, I was surprised by David Runciman's analysis of population decline (LRB, 20  November 2025). A species does not become extinct because it produces too few offspring. Extinction happens because the environment changes. New species arise owing to genetic mutation in  offspring, some of which - by chance - can survive in the new conditions. The process happens at a glacial speed, reflecting the rate at which the environment used to change. If we are doomed, it  is because our actions are causing that rate of change to increase. Look at it this way: mastodons weren't doomed because they had 'too few offspring'. The climate warmed; human hunters helped them  on their way. As humans die out because it's just too hot, wet or windy for us, non-global species will heave a sigh of relief at our absence as they migrate to places more amenable to them.  Mastodons evolved into elephants; perhaps humans will evolve into a less self-centred and destructive species.


Jeremy Burgess

				Wymondham, Norfolk
			


Whiffy
Mark Mildred writes to inform Susannah Clapp of a 'whiffy play' from the 1970s (LRB, 25 December 2025 and Letters, 22 January). I would add to the catalogue of olfactory theatrical performances Richard Jones's 1988 production of Prokofiev's opera The Love for Three Oranges for Opera North (and subsequently English National Opera and New York City Opera), in which 'scratch and sniff' cards were handed out to the audience. At key moments in the production a stagehand would hold up a card displaying a number and audience members would scratch off the corresponding number on their card and be 'rewarded' with a scent that complemented the action: gunpowder, disinfectant, fart, meat, perfume and - of course - oranges.


Seymour Adams

				Oban
			

  I was working at the Open Space theatre in 1979 when it staged a production of Brecht's A Respectable Wedding, directed by Mike Ockrent. Every night a quite pongy coley was cooked  backstage and one of the triumphant cooks would enter with a tray, exclaiming: 'Here comes the cod!' I used to take home the leftovers - they kept us going for weeks.


Polly Mortimer

				London N8
			

  Susannah Clapp mentions a 'perfume organ' designed by Joseph H. Kraus in 1922, which would 'release scents ranging from sandalwood (bass) up to tonka bean and violet'. He was not the first to do  so. I don't have a copy of Joris-Karl Huysmans's 1884 novel A rebours to hand, but I recall his hero, Des Esseintes, taking olfactory delight in his perfume-generating keyboard.


Bruce Johnson

				Leura, New South Wales
			


The Potato and the Pathogen
Niamh Gallagher, in her discussion of Padraic Scanlan's thesis that the Great Famine was a consequence of colonialism and imperial capitalism, skips over some pertinent details about the potato and the pathogen (P. infestans) that caused the blight (LRB, 20 November 2025). The potato came from Peru and the disease, two centuries later, from Mexico. Both the nightshade and the microbe crossed the Atlantic by boat from colonies to capitals, the first providing a novel source of calories for the European underclass, the second causing the unexpected removal of those calories and thereby bringing about the conditions for social revolution.


Tim Peters

				Alameda, California
			


Grasping Collectors
  Writing about Johannes Gutenberg, Adam Smyth describes the 'grasping collectors' of the 18th and 19th centuries who hunted down copies of the first printed Bible (LRB, 20 November 2025). A leaf from a Gutenberg Bible (illustrated in England) that had been misfiled in the British Library and turned up in the late 1970s in  the collections attributed to Hans Sloane was originally uncovered by John Bagford, the book detective and historian of printing.
  Bagford, who operated in the late 17th and early 18th centuries (long before the significance of the Gutenberg leaf was understood), is a neglected character in the history of the book. While  Sloane might qualify as an elite collector, Bagford was a professional buyer and seller of incunabula whose father was a cobbler in Holborn. His wish was to write a history of printing based on his  own research. He lacked the education and perhaps the social standing to achieve this, but the collections of printed materials in the libraries he assembled for his aristocratic patrons were  foundational in the creation of the British Library.


Mike Gavin

				London SE26
			


Flim-Flam
I can reassure David Ascher that the X-ray 'Pedoscope' was in regular use in Dorset in the 1950s (Letters, 22 January). I suspect its main purpose (as in my case) was to serve as an inducement to any child having to undergo the irksome business of shopping for new shoes.


Paul Roper

				Bridport, Dorset
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Short Cuts
Japan at the Polls
Christopher Harding

2128 wordsAhead of  last year's elections to the upper house of the Japanese parliament, Sanseito, a new party of the populist right, ran a 'Japanese First' campaign attacking foreign residents and tourists as well as the country's establishment, which it accused of failing to defend Japan's borders and interests. Sanseito has a charismatic frontman, Kamiya Sohei, a former schoolteacher and shopkeeper who made his name peddling conspiracy theories on YouTube during the Covid pandemic. He shares with his Western populist counterparts a rejection of 'globalism', while having a more plausible claim than Trump or Farage to stand outside of the elite.
 Sanseito's manifesto promises economic security, social cohesion and the promotion of a single cultural identity. It has young supporters as well as old: voters aged between 18 and 39 helped the party increase its representation in the upper house from one seat to fifteen. Pinning economic woes on migrants and complacent politicians proved to be a successful strategy. One of the big tasks for Takaichi Sanae, who became Japan's first female prime minister in October, is to win back some of those voters for her centre-right Liberal Democratic Party (LDP).
 Last month she decided to test her strong performance in the polls by calling a snap election on 8 February to Japan's lower, more powerful house (loosely equivalent to the House of Commons, although in Japan both houses are elected). Takaichi hopes to regain her party's lost majority, but the obstacles are formidable. Along with the populist right, she will face a new centrist party made up of members of the opposition Constitutional Democratic Party and the LDP's former coalition partner, Komeito. Taken together, these two parties won 172 seats at the lower house elections in 2024, compared with 191 for the LDP. It is certain to be a tight race.
 Much has been made in the press of Takaichi's colourful past. She used to ride motorbikes and play drums in a heavy metal band; photographs of her at the drum kit alongside the South Korean president recently went viral. But perhaps more attention should be paid to her membership of Nippon Kaigi (Japan Conference), Japan's most influential conservative organisation, which has strong connections to politics, business and academia. The peak of its influence came with the record-breaking premiership of Shinzo Abe, between 2012 and 2020. Japanese left-liberals fear that Takaichi will follow in the footsteps of her former mentor and further advance the group's agenda.
 Nippon Kaigi is less concerned with contemporary global affairs than with the Allied occupation of Japan, which began eighty years ago last autumn. Most Western and liberal Japanese historians regard the occupation as having helped Japan to recover and modernise after the war. A new constitution placed sovereignty with the people rather than the emperor. A number of civil liberties were established, from freedom of speech and religion to the right of workers to go on strike. Women gained the vote. Land redistribution turned tenants into owners. Education was reformed to focus on the flourishing of the child rather than the ideological interests or pragmatic needs of the state. War was renounced as a means of advancing the national interest.
 Conservatives in Japan take a different view. As they see it, after the shooting and bombing stopped in the summer of 1945, the US declared a culture war on Japan, attempting to remake the country in the image of New Deal America. This revisionist critique was sketched out during the Tokyo Trials, which ran from April 1946 to November 1948. The wartime ideologue Ishiwara Kanji, called as a witness, argued against the tribunal's self-serving mandate of investigating events only from 1928 onwards. The causes of the war should be sought, he argued, in the gunboat diplomacy of Commodore Matthew C. Perry in 1853. Perry's demand that Japan open its doors to friendship with the United States, made with the backing of enough seaborne firepower to flatten Edo, led slowly but inexorably to the events of 1941. Japan's wartime prime minister, Tojo Hideki, on trial for his life, suggested starting with the Opium Wars of the mid-19th century - such, he claimed, was the role of British imperialism in shaping the region.
 Radhabinod Pal, the only judge at the Tokyo Trials who held that all the accused should be acquitted, became something of a cult hero among Japanese conservatives for pointing out the element of victor's justice in the proceedings. Pal recognised this, they argued, because his home country, India, had long been subject to colonial exploitation and hypocritical bluster about 'civilisation': Japan's wartime objective had been to rescue Asian countries from such treatment. Yet it was forced to accept the first constitution ever imposed by one nation on another, along with America's version of the recent past, the humiliation of the imperial family and injurious limits on self-defence. The traditional Japanese family was undermined by the new rights accorded to women, from divorce to property, and moral instruction of the next generation was compromised by the diminishment of state control over the education system (local education boards were given far greater autonomy).
 Japanese conservatives have been resisting these impositions since the end of the occupation in April 1952. They have scored some notable successes in recent years, including the reinstatement during Abe's second term of moral education (including patriotism) in schools and the introduction of a broader range of history textbooks. This was seen as crucial because details of key 20th-century events are still disputed: the coercion of women working in military brothels, for example, and the number of civilians murdered during the capture of Nanjing in 1937-38. The big prize for the right would be a revision of the postwar constitution, in particular changes to strengthen the official standing of the Japanese Self-Defence Forces. Takaichi is in favour of revising the constitution, but she would need a strong parliamentary majority to navigate the lengthy and contentious process.
 Foreign residents of Japan often encounter this conservative - some would say ultraconservative - view of the recent past. Twentieth-century history is rarely an easy topic of conversation. A Japanese friend of mine who works as a teacher once told me that his colleagues stretched out the syllabus so the end of term would arrive before they reached the 1930s. There is always a good chance in city centres of encountering right-wing groups patrolling the streets in their gaisensha, black vans decorated with nationalist slogans and wartime flags, blasting martial music and speeches denouncing spineless domestic politicians and Western self-interest. Japanese pedestrians usually ignore them, which I interpreted as a sign either of embarrassment or lack of interest. But much of the gaisensha rhetoric and the broader conservative agenda has resurfaced in Sanseito's populism. The party wants to rewrite the constitution, restore the emperor's sovereignty and put an end to pacifism. It seeks patriotic controls on education and the media and, on at least one occasion, has barred a critical journalist from attending its events.
 Japan faces serious challenges that even its pragmatic leaders - including Takaichi's centre-right predecessor, Ishiba Shigeru - have struggled to address. The economy has never fully recovered from the downturn of the early 1990s and the population is decreasing so rapidly that Japan will soon start to lose a million people every year. These problems exacerbate each other. It's hard to boost productivity when labour is in short supply and essential sectors are struggling for candidates (there is only one applicant for every four nursing jobs). But how do you persuade young Japanese to start families and produce the workers and taxpayers of tomorrow when their present prospects look so bleak?
 Immigration was once considered part of the solution. Successive governments welcomed workers from Korea, the Philippines and Vietnam while reassuring the public that they didn't intend a dramatic increase in overall numbers. The foreign resident population now stands at around 3.8 million (roughly 3 per cent of the population) and will have to become much larger if Japan's labour shortages persist. But survey after survey has shown that few Japanese are convinced of the benefits of immigration, and while foreign residents might be accepted in certain professional contexts (business, academia), elsewhere ambivalence shades into caution, anxiety and outright antipathy. Working in a Japanese company or renting an apartment as a foreigner can be difficult; convincing the parents of a Japanese girlfriend or boyfriend that you're relationship material is harder still.
 Sometimes it is simply a matter of unfamiliarity. The language barrier is significant and relatively few Japanese travel abroad for any length of time. Yet it would be naive not to acknowledge that in common with other peoples around the world, many Japanese assume a hierarchy of foreignness, with white Westerners near the top. Last year, an 'Africa Hometown Initiative', intended to establish educational and cultural exchange between four Japanese municipalities and four African countries (Nigeria, Ghana, Tanzania and Mozambique), had to be cancelled after it was characterised online as a new migration route into Japan, prompting a huge backlash.
 Anti-China sentiment is strong and some right-wingers contend that a proportion of Chinese residents of Japan are part of a Communist Party effort to subvert the country from within. They worry especially about foreign ownership of land and resources. Others claim that crimes by foreigners go under-reported because the police are unwilling to risk diplomatic trouble by arresting non-Japanese people. The result, so the argument goes, is that Japan has become a 'paradise for foreigners' while ordinary citizens struggle with high taxes and low wage-growth. Social media platforms regularly broadcast footage of meiwaku gaikokujin - nuisance foreigners - shouting at train staff, riding around on the backs of bin lorries and playing loud music or performing dance routines in public. Among the most infamous videos are one of a Chilean influencer doing pull-ups on a Shinto shrine gate and another of a YouTuber tossing a coin to decide whether to consume a can of drink left by a grave as an offering (he did).
 These videos often become television fodder, treated to theatrical gasps and sighs of disapproval from tarento (celebrities). Social media creators splice together footage of migrants or tourists with images of graffiti or rubbish - including bags left out by businesses for kerbside collection - in an effort to tap into the decline-porn trend. Comments on these posts suggest that European countries are being destroyed by a combination of post-colonial guilt, mass migration and political cowardice, and urge Japan to act quickly or else join that unhappy club.
 In a country still characterised by high levels of politeness and self-restraint, it doesn't take much for foreigners to cause upset, especially if people have been primed to expect disrespect. The sheer numbers of visitors is itself becoming a problem. A record 42.7 million people travelled to Japan in 2025, with British tourists apparently the highest spenders. The Ministry of Justice announced last year that it is considering a nationwide survey of online hate speech against foreign residents and visitors.
 Assuming she remains prime minister after this month's election, Takaichi will focus on the immediate economic challenges facing Japan: high taxes, inflation, low wages and the cost of living. But at some point she will have to contend with what it means to be Japanese in the 21st century. Abe tried to do this in 2006. In a book called Towards a Beautiful Country, he rejected the old view of Japanese identity as rooted in ethnicity (minzokushugi) and urged civic nationalism (kokuminshugi) in its place - a civic nationalism focused on the developments of the postwar period and the need to roll them back.
 Takaichi likes to invoke Margaret Thatcher, but the more interesting comparison is with another female prime minister: Giorgia Meloni. The two women have much in common: modest backgrounds, social conservatism, an authoritarian streak, pragmatism in power. Italy, like Japan, faces labour shortages, an ageing population, a proud set of cultural traditions and deep ambivalence about immigration. Meloni has tried to tackle this by articulating a vision of national identity premised less on blood - a departure from her previously expressed views - than on continuity with the past and a robust sense of what the future ought to look like. Whether Takaichi will have the opportunity to forge a similar vision for Japan depends on the results of the election and the coalition deal-making that will almost certainly ensue. Much will depend on whether her impressive personal approval ratings translate into lower house seats for her less popular party. Should she end up going the way of many Japanese prime ministers, condemned by circumstances to little more than a year in power, Takaichi will lose her chance to tackle the big questions - unanswered, according to her allies, since 1945 - about Japan's identity and purpose in the world.
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We are all layabouts now
Jonathan Ree

5426 wordsThe  obituary in Le Monde was unequivocal: the death of Alexandre Kojeve on 4 June 1968 had deprived France of one of its greatest civil servants. Kojeve had worked at the Ministry of Economy and Finance for more than twenty years, overseeing Marshall Aid, nurturing the European Economic Community and brokering the Kennedy round of tariff agreements, and he died in harness, at the age of 66, after addressing a committee of the Economic Community in Brussels. But he was not a typical French mandarin. He was Russian by birth and went on to study philosophy and religion in Germany in the 1920s, without bothering to take a degree. He then moved to Paris, but never attended a French university, let alone one of the grandes ecoles, and he was already in his forties when he entered government service.
 It happened almost by accident, in the wake of the war, when the French state was busy reinventing itself. Kojeve was short of money, and a friend wangled him a temporary job as an interpreter at the Directorate of Foreign Economic Relations. He soon made himself indispensable not only for his linguistic skills, which were prodigious, but also for his far-sighted advice - astute, if unsolicited - on the conduct of negotiations. He did not conceal his political opinions: he was, he said, a 'classical Stalinist' and a 'right-wing Marxist' and he believed that the epoch of autonomous nation-states was coming to an end; but as a civil servant he was willing to promote the long-term interests of France, as he saw them. Within a year he was given a permanent post, with a secretary and an office of his own, and was left to operate as he chose. His preferred method was to sit in on meetings, listen unobtrusively, then write an analysis of what was at stake and assemble a few sharp words to dispatch - as his obituarist put it - the 'absurdities of his opponents'. He conducted himself, in short, like an old-world 'privy counsellor' rather than a modern 'expert, laden with files' and his position was 'completely unique'.
 The journalist Gilles Lapouge, interviewing Kojeve early in 1968, was impressed by his 'elegance' and 'ease'. Kojeve told him he 'adored' international negotiations, but did not take them too seriously: for him they were essentially a 'superior game', which he played 'like the devil in holy water'. In the opinion of the diplomat Olivier Wormser, he was one of the visionary architects of European unity and his briefing notes on the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade were 'brilliant' and 'profound'. Raymond Barre, a future prime minister, remembered him as 'ironic' and 'sarcastic', and skilled in 'presenting arguments that pitched everyone else into chaos', especially the British. The Canadian negotiator Rodney Grey recalled chairing a meeting in Geneva when Kojeve slipped in at the back. At a pause in proceedings, Kojeve showed him the latest edition of the Herald Tribune, which reported that France was about to propose a new mechanism for levelling tariffs. 'I asked Kojeve if this was France's policy,' Grey recalled. '"No," he replied, "but it will be soon."' By the time the meeting resumed, the delegates had read the article and the new measures were adopted without a hitch. Raymond Van Phan Phi, who was part of the French team, realised he had been outplayed: Kojeve was, as usual, flouting the 'arguments and instructions' of the ministry, but he had 'arguments and instructions of his own', which 'were of course approved by his superiors, but only afterwards'.
 Kojeve's colleagues were aware that he had another life outside the ministry: on Sundays he became a 'Hegelian philosopher', devouring the Gesammelte Werke - so it was said - with the same appetite that others brought to the latest adventures of Tintin. They sometimes referred to him as 'le professeur Alexandre' and he had indeed taught philosophy in Paris before the war. In the 1920s, the Ecole Pratique des Hautes Etudes had sponsored regular public lectures on 'Religious Ideas in Europe' covering, among other things, various early works by Hegel. In 1933, an unknown Russian called A. Kozhevnikov was recommended to take them over.
 Kozhevnikov got off to a shaky start. He had decided to concentrate on Hegel's unwieldy and enigmatic Phenomenology of Spirit, which was barely known at the time (he himself was not very familiar with it) and not available in French. To make matters worse, he was only 31 (younger than most of his audience) and had never taught before. He was to be employed as a suppleant (supply teacher or deputy) rather than a professor, but his application for an honorary licence, or teaching permit, was rejected - perhaps because he did not have a degree, or because he was still a Russian national. (He waited four more years for a French passport, in the name of Kojeve.) The authorities refused to pay him, but he went ahead anyway, supporting himself by selling Leica cameras imported from Germany. His early lectures were, it seems, rather sketchy, but after six months he started receiving a salary and got into the habit of immersing himself in Hegel's tricky German prose and guiding his audience through it paragraph by paragraph, week after week, translating as he went along and commenting in vivid demotic French. It would take him six years to reach the end.
 The lectures took place on Monday afternoons and the official record shows that they attracted an audience of around twelve or fifteen, including several 'registered students' (eleves titulaires) and 'regulars' (auditeurs assidus), together with a handful of miscellaneous spectators, often including a Jesuit priest, a retired military gentleman and his wife, and the wily Surrealist Andre Breton. Some of them took Kojeve out for dinner afterwards, so he must have been well liked. But he wanted to reach a larger public, and early in 1939 he published a sample in the prestigious literary review Mesures.
 The article was presented as an essay by Hegel called 'Autonomy and Dependence of Self-Consciousness: Lordship and Servitude' (in fact a section of the Phenomenology) with an inconspicuous note at the end: 'traduit et commente par A. Kojeve'. But Kojeve's self-effacement was deceptive. His translation (set in roman type) was all but overwhelmed by a long introduction and a barrage of interjected remarks (all in italics), preceded by an epigraph from Karl Marx: 'Hegel ... sees Labour as the Essence - the self-validating essence - of humanity.' The quotation comes from the so-called 'Economic and Philosophical Manuscripts of 1844', written when Marx was in his twenties, but not published until 1932. By using it (without revealing the source, which was still almost unknown), Kojeve gave notice that he intended to tantalise his readers and flout all sorts of pieties, beginning with the notion that Marx and Hegel were, philosophically speaking, implacably opposed. For Kojeve, they were fundamentally at one, as atheists (many Hegelians would disagree) who believed that creation is the prerogative of humanity rather than God, and that human beings need to demonstrate their humanity by distancing themselves from the natural world and shaping their destiny through their own efforts, or in other words through 'labour'.
 The doctrine of human self-fashioning clearly appealed to Kojeve and he devoted his introduction to explaining it. Humanity 'differs essentially from animality', he said, in that 'human desire' is directed outwards, to 'society', whereas 'animal desire' aims at self-contained, physical satisfaction. More specifically, human desire is a yearning, on the part of every human being, for 'recognition' (reconnaissance) by another human being, who will of course have the same desire. ('Desire' sounds less fruity in French than English.) But that implies, according to Kojeve, that human beings cannot achieve their humanity without passing through a 'struggle for recognition' or indeed a 'life-and-death struggle for pure prestige'. He then sketches a primal scene in which two antagonists beat the crap out of each other until one of them prevails and condemns the other to a life of laborious servitude. At that point, however, a dramatic reversal takes place: the victor languishes in luxury like a pampered animal, while the loser fights back, eventually achieving a robust 'consciousness of self' (conscience de soi) and attaining full humanity.
 Kojeve adds a pinch of Nietzsche by calling his antagonists 'Master' and 'Slave', and follows it with a dash of Freud, saying that the slave responds to humiliation by constructing an 'ego' or 'self' (Moi) with the confidence to call itself 'I' (Je). He then loops back to the Marxist doctrine that 'all history is the history of class struggles,' and concludes by anticipating a future in which history (or 'history in the strong sense', meaning history as conflict) will come to an end, inaugurating an epoch without masters or slaves - an age of perpetual peace and post-historical bliss.
 These lengthy introductory remarks, in which Kojeve set out his philosophical stall and paid tribute to Nietzsche, Freud and Marx without ever mentioning Hegel, prepared the ground for his translation of a few paragraphs from the Phenomenology. He approached them rather like a Christian theologian interpreting verses from the Hebrew Bible, conjuring meanings not so much from the text itself as from subsequent events and revelations. Hegel's 'doubling' of self-consciousness thus becomes 'two human beings confronting each other', while 'life' and 'objects' are downgraded to 'animal life' and 'object-things', and 'lordship' and 'servitude' are transformed into 'two human-individuals' called 'Master' and 'Slave'.
 Kojeve must have known that his approach was high-handed. He must have known that the Phenomenology was designed as an account of the evolution of consciousness in general, rather than the genesis of 'society', 'humanity' or 'self'. He must also have known that Hegel's 'Lordship and Servitude' is about two facets of consciousness, rather than two lads spoiling for a fight and oblivious to the rest of the world, just as he must have known that it leads into discussions of 'stoicism', 'scepticism' and 'unhappy consciousness' rather than - as he might have preferred - class struggle and the end of history. On top of that he must have known that Marx's theory of class struggle had nothing to do with it, that when Marx wrote about the Phenomenology, he didn't dwell on 'Lordship and Servitude' - in fact, he never mentioned it at all.
 But Kojeve did notice one important feature of the Phenomenology: that, unlike Hegel's later works, it is structured as a narrative - a kind of Bildungsroman, describing the exploits of a guileless protagonist, an Everyman called 'Spirit' (Geist), who keeps venturing into new forms of experience, only to be beaten back and humiliated over and over again. Spirit starts its restless quest by exploring 'sensation' in all its forms, then traverses the varieties of 'self-consciousness' (including 'lordship' and 'servitude') and 'reason', before finally coming to rest, older but wiser, in 'absolute knowledge'. Kojeve also noticed that in telling his tale, Hegel borrowed the novelist's technique of alternating between two voices, one expressing the way things look from the point of view of the hero, baffled in the mazes of experience, and the other offering the perspective of a narrator who looks down from on high, taking in the entire scene and knowing what will have to happen next. Kojeve admired the technique and made it his own, casting himself as a super-narrator looking down on Hegel looking down on the tribulations of Spirit. He believed he was speaking for Hegel's better self when he declared that, 'despite what Hegel thought', the Phenomenology is essentially 'an ontology of Humanity' and that 'while Hegel did not say it in so many words', its true achievement was to locate the 'birth of the human from the animal' in 'the dialectic of Master and Slave'.
Kojeve  wrapped up his lectures in the summer of 1939, but any plans he may have had were dashed by the outbreak of war. He was called up in December and undertook military training until his unit was dissolved the following May. After the fall of France, he spent a year in occupied Paris, working on a philosophical testament in Russian intended for Stalin (he sent it off but never got a response). He also hid packages in his flat for a Resistance cell and in 1941 crossed the Demarcation Line into southern France, where he stayed for three years and worked on a manuscript about the 'Hegelian world-spirit' and its inexorable progress towards global government. The document, which wasn't intended for publication, provided a rationale for Kojeve's highly malleable approach to political commitment: not so much 'there is no alternative' as 'the alternatives produce identical results.' Having failed to engage with Stalin, he offered advice on national renewal to the Vichy government. He also tried to persuade some German soldiers to defect, for which - according to one account - he was arrested and sentenced to death, only to be released after an interview with a German officer with whom he shared memories of art galleries in Munich.
 After returning to Paris in 1944, Kojeve received a message from an editor at Gallimard inviting him to turn his lectures into a book. At first he demurred, saying that his notes were 'by no means ready for publication', but relented when the editor - who had himself attended the lectures - offered to knock them into shape. 'To refuse,' Kojeve said, would 'amount to taking oneself seriously'. His Introduction a la lecture de Hegel appeared in 1947, with very little exertion on his part. By this time, the Phenomenology was available in French translation, together with two volumes of commentary, and Kojeve's Introduction, comprising six hundred pages of old lecture transcripts, could easily be dismissed as superfluous, repetitive and outdated. Nonetheless it had a certain appeal. The Phenomenology can be seen as an abstract history of philosophy, omitting names, dates, anecdotes and personalities; and Kojeve's gimmick was to put them back in. Apart from identifying references to individuals such as Kant, Fichte, Schelling, Jacobi and Novalis, he also dramatised different phases of Hegel's argument by associating them with a series of archetypal characters: not only Master and Slave but also the Monk, the Priest and the Layperson (personifications of unhappy consciousness), followed by the Sensualist, the Scientist, the Intellectual and the Pseudo-Philosopher (representatives of reason), then the Philosopher and finally the Sage, who embodies absolute knowledge.
 But the Sage should also be identified, according to Kojeve, with the author of the Phenomenology. By completing his book when he did, in 1806, Hegel had, it seems, achieved not only perfect wisdom but also the 'end of history'. 'History is dead,' as Kojeve put it, 'and Hegel has dug its grave.' He then suggested that Hegel was not acting alone: there had been a second gravedigger - a famous contemporary who, without knowing it, pushed Hegel into finishing the Phenomenology after dithering over it for five years. Hegel was in his thirties at the time, holding down a junior post at the University of Jena and hoping that a hefty publication would give him a chance at a decent career. In January 1806, he contacted a publisher in nearby Bamberg and sent off the opening sections of his manuscript as a pledge, promising that the rest would follow soon. He was still procrastinating nine months later when Napoleon's Grande Armee showed up at the city gates. He admired Napoleon and supported his imperial ambitions but, fearing civil unrest, packed up his remaining drafts and sent them to his publisher for safety. A few days later Napoleon's troops entered Jena without difficulty. 'All of us wish the French army good luck,' Hegel said; and when he caught a glimpse of Napoleon himself - 'this world-soul' (diese Weltseele) as he called him - riding through the familiar streets, he tipped over into euphoria. 'It is indeed a wonderful feeling,' he said, 'to see such an individual who, concentrated here at a single point, astride a horse, reaches out to the whole world and holds it in his power.' The following day, 14 October 1806, parts of the city were ransacked in what came to be called the Battle of Jena. Soldiers entered Hegel's rooms and, as he put it, 'mixed up my papers like lottery tickets'. But the manuscripts of the Phenomenology were safe in Bamberg, and when he was reunited with them ten days later, he had little choice but to see them through to press.
 Kojeve drew the conclusion that Napoleon deserved a share of the credit for the completion of the Phenomenology and the end of history. There were no explicit references in the text, but Kojeve sensed his presence everywhere. Hegel's system 'came into existence at the heart of the Napoleonic empire', he said, and marked the conclusion of the 'final period of history', heralding a 'post-revolutionary (Napoleonic) society, in which there are no more Masters and no more Slaves'. Hegel's absolute knowledge would never have come into existence, in short, without Napoleon's world-historical victory at Jena, in which 'the real process of historical evolution ... reached its terminus' and 'history came to an end.'
 Kojeve described his book as 'very bad', and he had a point. His take on the Phenomenology is not only misleading but slapdash, dogmatic, frivolous and flamboyant. The characters he filled it with, from the Master and Slave to the Sensualist and the Sage, sound rather like Mr Worldly Wiseman, Madam Bubble and Mr Sagacity in Pilgrim's Progress, and his overall approach recalls the moment in Howards End where Helen Schlegel populates Beethoven's Fifth Symphony with heroes, goblins, dancing elephants, and 'gods and demigods contending with vast swords'. Moreover, the idea that the completion of the Phenomenology in Jena in 1806 marked the 'end of history' is so wild that you have to wonder if it was meant as a joke.
 This is not the kind of thing that was expected of a French intellectual - least of all at the Ecole Pratique des Hautes Etudes, which was created specifically to promote iron-clad German-style research in France. But Kojeve was not very interested in the Western academic world: he always remained, as Boris Groys puts it in Alexandre Kojeve: An Intellectual Biography, 'a culturally isolated (Russian) immigrant living in a culturally foreign (Western) milieu'. Groys does not substantiate the point (his book isn't so much a biography as a partisan exposition of Kojeve's writings), but the idea of Kojeve as an 'immigrant' finds ample support in Marco Filoni's Life and Thought of Alexandre Kojeve, which is well-documented, though heavily reliant on Kojeve's colourful recollections; and, as Kojeve would have wished, it tells a captivating story.
 Kojeve was born into a wealthy Russian family in 1902 and started at an exclusive secondary school in Moscow at the age of seven, while receiving extra tuition in Latin, German, French and English. He soon fell under the spell of 'Romantic philosophy', which according to Filoni involved rejecting 'modern civilisation' in favour of 'culture' and 'religiosity'. But he seems to have been equally enchanted with the Hegelian idea that the only point of a work of philosophy is to give expression to a 'system', and that if you want to make your mark as a philosopher you had better come up with a 'system' of your own.
 Kojeve was never reticent about calling himself 'a genius' - 'I say it because it's true' - and he took pride in a youthful 'philosophical diary' in which, it seems, he wrote about leaving moribund Western traditions behind and constructing a new system based not on the 'real' or the 'ideal' but on the 'inexistent'. This would enable him, he thought, to propagate an enlightened atheism, with affinities to Buddhism, together with a world-weary pessimism, for which individual morality is incompatible with the 'common good', love is not beautiful until it is over and the purpose of life is to 'try to be the man whom one will never succeed in becoming.'
 The upheavals of 1917 were a challenge for his super-rich family and the 15-year-old Kojeve got involved in the black market in soap, leading to his arrest and imprisonment - an experience which, he said, convinced him of the justice of the Russian Revolution. He was soon released, thanks to an uncle who served as Lenin's physician, and was able to finish school in 1919 and enrol at Moscow University. The university was in turmoil, however, and he decided to escape to Germany in the hope of finishing work on his 'system of the philosophy of the inexistent' and developing the ideal of a 'Sage' who shuns society and knows that 'there is no such thing as life and no such thing as death.' After a hard journey, including a spell in a Polish prison, Kojeve reached Berlin in July 1920 and a few months later came into possession of a large stash of diamonds, sent illicitly from Russia by his mother. He was just eighteen and found himself, as he recalled, 'at the mercy of money and the pleasures of life'. His extravagances and indiscretions may have been extreme, but they did not stop him taking courses in Sanskrit, Tibetan and Chinese, and devouring, as he put it, 'everything worth reading in philosophy'. He also registered at Heidelberg to pursue research on Vladimir Soloviev, whom he regarded as 'the first Russian thinker to devise a universal philosophical system'. He commended Soloviev's vision of an 'end of history' in which humanity would rally to the feminine figure of Sophia, or absolute wisdom, but criticised the irrational attachment to Christianity which, he said, prevented Soloviev from winning through to 'a new stage in the evolution of thought'.
 Kojeve finished his dissertation in 1924 but didn't stay in Heidelberg long enough to qualify for a degree. Berlin was far more exciting and before long he was involved with a glamorous Russian woman, Cecile Shoutak. She was already married, and her aggrieved husband persuaded his older brother, Aleksander Koyra, to remonstrate with Kojeve. The scheme misfired, however: Koyra came away convinced that his sister-in-law was 'absolutely right' and that Kojeve was 'much, much better than my brother'. He then returned to his home in Paris and persuaded the scandalous couple to join him there in 1926. They married and lived in conspicuous luxury in the Latin Quarter, while Kojeve took up an inquiry into determinism and modern physics. But the Crash of 1929 wiped out his investments, which put an end to his high living, his marriage and his work in natural science, though not to his friendship with Koyra.
 Koyra was one of the most celebrated intellectuals of the Russian diaspora. He had studied philosophy in Germany and France before joining the Foreign Legion, fighting on the Eastern Front and taking French citizenship under the name Alexandre Koyre. He completed a state doctorate in 1922, at the age of thirty, and was appointed to the Ecole Pratique des Hautes Etudes, where he started trying to rehabilitate Hegel in France. The 'traditional interpretation', he said, was completely wrong: Hegel was not the 'absurd dialectician and outrageous reactionary' portrayed in patriotic French textbooks but a 'singularly attractive' thinker, more interested in 'experience' than 'method'. Early in 1933, Koyre gave lectures on 'Hegel in Jena' in which he evoked 'a human Hegel, vibrant and vulnerable'. He admitted that Hegel's notion of an 'end of history' looked preposterous, even self-contradictory: how could abstract philosophical reasoning adjudicate on questions of historical fact and how could there be a 'future' in which there is 'no longer any future'? But the difficulties disappear, according to Koyre, once you realise that Hegel was talking not about history as such, but about the way philosophy reflects on it. 'Philosophy always arrives too late,' as Hegel once put it. 'When philosophy paints its grey on grey, a form of life has grown old,' or in other words, the 'owl of Minerva' - symbol of philosophical insight - 'takes flight only at dusk'. The notion of an end of history is therefore hypothetical rather than categorical: it means that philosophy will not be complete until history is finished, or conversely, that if philosophy is complete, then history must be over. Koyre seems to have thought that no one in their right mind could imagine that these conditions would ever be fulfilled; but he conceded rather sorrowfully that, in Jena in 1806, 'Hegel himself may well have believed it.'
 Without Koyre, Kojeve might never have become a Hegelian: the lectures and articles on a 'human Hegel' were a 'revelation', Kojeve said, and the idea of an 'end of history', which had previously struck him as 'hot air', started to make sense. He would never have become a teacher either: Koyre did him an extraordinary good turn when, before leaving to start teaching in Cairo in 1933, he nominated Kojeve to take over his courses at the Ecole Pratique. Once word had spread about Kojeve's lectures on the Phenomenology, however, his debts to Koyre were largely forgotten. Jean-Paul Sartre - one of the first to draw inspiration from what he called 'the famous "Master-Slave" relationship, which was to have such a profound influence on Marx' - seems to have thought that no one in France took Hegel seriously before Kojeve. The same is true of Georges Bataille, who, unlike Sartre, attended the lectures, finding them so brilliant that he was 'torn apart'. He went on to describe Kojeve as 'the greatest philosopher we have', but also sought to outdo him by repudiating the Hegelian touchstones of 'knowledge' and 'recognition' and replacing them with something less dowdy: 'ecstasy', 'the unknown', 'sacrifice', 'virility' and 'violence'. Kojeve wasn't impressed - he described Bataille as a trickster beguiled by his own tricks - but he treated another of his 'regulars', Jacques Lacan, with enduring respect. Lacan had contributed to the lectures in 1935 with a comparison between Hegel and Freud, and would go on to describe Kojeve as 'my master (my only master)'. His discussions of psychoanalysis proliferated over the decades but never lost touch with their source in Kojeve's remarks about desire and the struggle for recognition.
 Lacan and Bataille may not have had much in common, but they seem to have learned the same lesson from their master. In his lectures, Kojeve contrived to present his favourite ideas - about the difference between humans and other animals, for example, or about history coming to an end in 1806 - as if they were obvious facts or self-evident truths rather than arbitrary dogmas. Lacan and Bataille would in turn become exponents of the art of issuing improbable philosophical pronouncements without exploring alternatives, engaging with possible objections or permitting expressions of doubt. Dozens of admirers were soon unveiling new ends of history - the end of humanity and humanism, or the end of modernity and modernism, or the end of art or literature or philosophy, or indeed the end of the world - in the same menacing style, as if daring anyone to express an honest doubt. Francis Fukuyama had his moment, just before the fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989, when he tried to outdo Kojeve by asserting that the real end of history - the end to end all ends - would be the collapse of communism. Boris Groys is now attempting to resuscitate the idea for the 21st century, on the basis of a couple of 'famous footnotes' to the Introduction a la lecture de Hegel. In the first, dating from 1946, Kojeve said he now believed that the 'end of history' was still to come; and in the second, written twenty years later, he said that 'the preceding note is ambiguous, not to say contradictory,' and appeared to revert to his former opinion that history had come to an end with the Battle of Jena. But then he confessed to another change of mind. On a recent visit to Japan he had, he said, noticed that snobisme was becoming ubiquitous. The Japanese - the poor as much as the rich - were so snobbish that they made the English upper crust look like 'a bunch of drunken sailors'. Thus they were replacing old-style class struggles, which were in any case petering out, with the quarrels of snobbery, which are interminable; and in doing so they were giving history an infinite new lease of life.
 Groys takes Kojeve's vacillations as an invitation to chip in with some proposals of his own. He begins by stating that 'human history seems to have come to an end,' then goes on to recall that in the 1930s Kojeve volunteered as a publicist for his uncle Wassily Kandinsky, whose paintings he saw, according to Groys, as 'images of the post-historical, sophic world'. Groys draws further encouragement from Kojeve's interest in photography, which is, he claims, emblematic of 'post-histoire and post-modernity'. He may be right about the history-ending significance of Kandinsky and photography, or he may be wrong; either way I was reminded of Raymond Barre's remark about Kojeve's taste for arguments that 'pitched everyone else into chaos'. Jacques Derrida was probably onto something when he said that it might be time to put an end to talk about 'the end'. An 'apocalyptic tone' had entered philosophy in the 1950s, he said, and forty years later it had turned into a 'tiresome anachronism', constantly recycling old declarations about 'the end of History, end of Man, end of Philosophy, Hegel, Marx, Nietzsche, Heidegger, with their Kojevian codicil and the codicils of Kojeve himself'.
 It is hard to believe that Kojeve meant his codicils very seriously. When he looked back on his lectures, he took some pride in having defied taboo by encouraging smoking and using colloquial French. Beyond that, he regarded them as nothing but 'propaganda, designed to shake people up'; and when he was accused of using Hegel's name as a 'pseudonym' for his own opinions, he agreed enthusiastically: 'Bien vu!'
 Some philosophical readers have yet to catch up with what Kojeve's colleagues at the ministry always knew: that he was a bit of a jester. After becoming a civil servant, he published very little except reviews of light fiction. In 1956, for example, he wrote in praise of the astonishingly precocious Francoise Sagan ('une tres tres jeune jeune fille francaise'), saying that she had created, in Bonjour Tristesse and Un Certain Sourire, a brave new world where wise and fearless girls look on old-fashioned 'men' with derision and disbelief. He was even more enthusiastic about the comic novelist Raymond Queneau, especially as it was Queneau who had carried out the thankless task of editing and publishing his lectures for Gallimard. ('That publication was the work of a comedian,' Kojeve recalled, 'and this is very important to me.') In 1951, Queneau wrote about philosophers for Les Temps modernes, saying that they need to be a combination of voyou (rascal), faineant (layabout) and vagabond (tramp), and Kojeve responded with an article praising Queneau's slang-infused stories, whose open-hearted, simple-minded heroes have a better claim to wisdom than the greybeards doted on by professors of philosophy. He also suggested that Queneau's stories ought to be translated into every language in the world - except 'literary French', which would be the death of them. Bataille was not amused by his master's turn to comedy, but Kojeve repeated it when Queneau published Zazie dans le metro in 1959. Its tale of a ten-year-old girl with a strong will and a foul mouth who spends a wild weekend in Paris should be taken, according to Kojeve, as a 'summary of the Phenomenology of Spirit'. Zazie, he explains, wanted nothing so much as a ride on the metro, but by the time she finds a seat she is so exhausted that 'she falls fast asleep and sees nothing' - which shows that she has, in her ingenious innocence, travelled the long Hegelian road to wisdom. Wisdom, as he said in his last interview, 'was once the preserve of the gods, who could afford to be faineants'; but times have changed, and we can all be faineants now. 'I myself am a faineant,' he added, 'the kind of faineant who enjoys playing games - as I am doing now.'
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Story
For Those Who Have Been Charmed
Diane Williams

212 wordsGood luck itself has a releasing effect on the spine, she was surprised to discover.
 She counted on some extra good luck and would try to feel kindred with the hunched figures advising her.
 He was there. Miles Macbeth.
 It was a cold room, and the staircase that funnelled people towards it was composed of nervous-making alternating treads of black and white marble.
 As she marched - the corrugating cloth of her clothing - those folds - puffed and bent. Puff and bend, puff and bend - and sluggish, clouds were at work outside also.
 'Why don't you go in?' someone said, and this was where cheerful prospects were offered. And this helped too - that the room had a floor space of at least seven hundred square feet and was lit from the east.
 She went back to her family with the feeling that she could avoid any one-two punch - any woe or rigour.
 That sticker alarm, for instance - unalterably affixed to the underside of the last slat of her Venetian blinds - WARNING! - !ADVERTENCIA! - no need to pay heed to it.
 Her minikin - her boy - he will never accidentally strangle himself in the dangling window-covering cord.
 She bit into a Chloraseptic Max Wild Berry Sore Throat Lozenge, for fun - and was awestruck by its tang.
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Made in Tehran
Eskandar Sadeghi-Boroujerdi

2723 wordsIn  a crowded conference room in January 2025, Hossein Marashi, secretary-general of the Executives of Reconstruction Party and brother-in-law of Iran's former president Akbar Hashemi Rafsanjani, compared the country's situation after the collapse of the Syrian state to the crisis it faced at the al-Faw peninsula in 1988. During the First Battle of al-Faw in 1986, Iranian forces had captured the peninsula, cutting off Iraqi access to the Persian Gulf. The operation to reclaim it, commanded by Saddam Hussein, made extensive use of chemical weapons. Backed by Soviet weapons and American satellite imagery, Iraqi forces routed their Iranian adversaries, a defeat that helped push the Islamic Republic to accept UN Security Council Resolution 598, ending the Iran-Iraq War. Marashi's analogy was imperfect - and far from disinterested - but it conveyed the shock felt by many in Iran, as well as the opposition to its current foreign policy among an influential faction within the nezam, or political system. His remarks were aimed at those in the regime who continue to support Iran's role in the so-called Axis of Resistance (mehvar-e moqavemat): a network of regional states, would-be leaders and paramilitary forces committed to rolling back US and Israeli power across the Levant and West Asia. This was a network forged less by grand design than by the contingencies of popular mobilisation against imperial overreach, colonial ambition and military occupation.
 Tehran has consistently denied prior knowledge of Hamas's attack on Israel on 7 October 2023, and its conduct in the aftermath certainly lends some support to the claim that its leaders would have preferred to avoid a full-scale regional conflagration. Over the two years since then, Iran has shown a marked preference for the status quo ante. It is Israel, under Benjamin Netanyahu, that has emerged as the power that aspires to unrivalled regional domination: ethnically cleansing Gaza; unleashing unprecedented levels of violence in the West Bank; decapitating Hizbullah and subjecting Lebanon to collective punishment; degrading Syria's military infrastructure while extending its occupation beyond the Golan Heights; launching periodic assaults on Yemen; and finally, in June 2025, attacking Iran in Operation Rising Lion. An attack by Israel had long been anticipated, but when it came it stunned not only international observers but Iranians themselves, including the country's elite. Operation Rising Lion combined aerial strikes with the use of covert ground assets to disable Iran's missile defence systems, drone operations and advanced intelligence capabilities (reportedly including tools supplied by firms such as Palantir).
 Israeli leaders openly called on Iranians to 'rise up' against their government. Most Iranians baulked at the notion of the Israeli state as their would-be liberator, but the attack did exacerbate discontent with the country's leadership. The army responded with a barrage of missile strikes against major Israeli cities. The extent of the damage inflicted remains contested - in part because of Israeli military censorship - but was sufficient to prompt Netanyahu to appeal to the US to broker a cessation of hostilities. This came only after US forces carried out strikes on Iranian nuclear facilities at Natanz, Isfahan and most notably at Fordow, using 30,000-pound bunker-busting munitions, as threatened by successive administrations for nearly two decades, but finally carried out under Trump.
 The Twelve-Day War last June followed more than a year of escalating tensions. After decades of covert operations, the first direct Israeli military strike on Iranian territory was the attack on the country's diplomatic compound in Damascus on 1 April 2024, which killed the most senior commander in the Levant of the clandestine Quds Force. Iran's response, Operation True Promise, was launched on 13 April: a deliberately telegraphed missile and drone assault, during which a number of Nato states, as well as Jordan, assisted Israel's air defences. The pager attacks of September that year, targeting members of Hizbullah, marked a dangerous shift in Israel's campaign. Leon Panetta, the former US secretary of defence and CIA director, described the operation as an act of terrorism; 42 people were killed, including twelve civilians, and around four thousand injured. Days later, Israel killed Sayyid Hassan Nasrallah, the secretary-general of Hizbullah, using a bunker-busting bomb in a densely populated neighbourhood of Beirut, causing hundreds of casualties in the process. In the aftermath of these events Iran launched its second missile attack, a substantially more powerful barrage that inflicted visible damage on at least two major Israeli airbases.
 Each of the Iranian responses was calibrated to counter Israel's efforts to expand the conflict to the wider region. Iran's leadership knew only too well that there was widespread domestic discontent with their rule and that their country, weakened by sanctions and arms embargoes for nearly four decades, was in no position to confront Israel and the US directly. A rapid, conventional aerial war would have left Iran decisively outmatched. The difficulty faced by its leaders as they sought to re-establish lines of deterrence was the near total absence of limits imposed by the US: Washington seemed willing to back Israel's attempt to remake the regional order through unconstrained military power - a process accelerated by Trump's re-election.
 Vali Nasr's Iran's Grand Strategy: A Political History traces the historical and political lineages of the Islamic Republic's foreign policy, from its emergence and consolidation in the 1980s to its recent unravelling. Nasr, who was born in Tehran but has lived in the US since 1979, is the son of the Islamic philosopher Seyyed Hossein Nasr, who was commissioned by Empress Farah to establish the Imperial Iranian Academy of Philosophy in 1974. Vali Nasr came to prominence with the publication in 2006 of The Shia Revival, a book that, for all its primordialist undertones, described a regional shift largely of Washington's own making. The dissolution of the Iraqi state after the US invasion of 2003 had empowered its neighbour to the east: an important check on Iranian influence was removed, while forces aligned with Tehran acquired office and authority within the fragile new Iraqi structure. Not long afterwards, Nasr was appointed to the Obama administration as senior adviser to Richard Holbrooke, the US special representative for Afghanistan and Pakistan. Since leaving government and taking up a chair at Johns Hopkins, he has continued to move within the Washington policy world while adopting a rather more critical position on US foreign policy. His co-authored book How Sanctions Work: Iran and the Impact of Economic Warfare (2024) argued that the sanctions regime - pursued, in one form or another, by every US administration - has not only had devastating political, social and economic consequences but has proved counterproductive to Washington's objectives. Iran's Grand Strategy pushes past the caricature that so often substitutes for analysis of Iran, and seeks to explain the rationale - however flawed - that underpins Iran's regional strategy.
 To understand both the usefulness and the limits of Nasr's framework, it is necessary to return to the revolution itself. The Pahlavi state was seen by its opponents as a client regime - or, more accurately, as a sub-imperial power which, even as the shah asserted greater autonomy, remained fundamentally aligned with US counter-revolutionary objectives in the region. The war on communists and socialists at home was complemented by attacks on radicals abroad, most notably during the suppression of the Dhofar revolution in Oman, a campaign that lasted from 1962 until 1976 and in which thousands of Iranian troops were involved. The Islamic Republic that emerged in 1979 - forged in revolutionary turmoil - brandished the country's independence as one of its main achievements. When Ayatollah Khomeini was asked by a Pakistani journalist what the revolution had accomplished, he replied: 'Now all decisions are made in Tehran.' The new elite promoted the vision of Iran as an Islamic state, but its members were also shaped by anti-colonial liberation movements from Algeria to Palestine, and imagined Iran as part of the same struggle.
 The revolution was unsettling for Iran's neighbours. Only nineteen months later, with a fractious internal struggle to shape the new order still unresolved, Saddam Hussein invaded. The war that followed proved more consequential in defining the emerging Islamic Republic than the revolution itself. Nasr lays out this history clearly, underscoring the role of the Iran-Iraq War in the formation of Iran's new political institutions, strategy and sense of its own vulnerability. The war led to the Revolutionary Guards becoming the country's chief military institution, entrenched a siege mentality and habituated a generation of Iranian leaders to the logic of deterrence, endurance and asymmetric conflict.
 Nasr's account of Iranian 'grand strategy' sets its coherent delineation in the mid-2000s, shaped by the US-led invasions of Afghanistan and Iraq. This is persuasive as far as it goes, though it risks overstating both the novelty and the deliberate nature of what followed (a danger Nasr acknowledges). Many of the behaviours and relationships that later came to be described as 'strategic' had their origins in the revolution's internationalist impulse and its aspiration to project its values beyond Iran itself. What would later be cast as a fondness for cultivating proxies wasn't a calculated doctrine so much as an outgrowth of revolutionary activism, forged in a fluid regional environment in which Iran inspired - and alarmed - Islamic militants across sectarian lines. The chief counterattack to the revolution was not carried out by remnants of the ancien regime but by a neighbouring state, backed by the West, the Soviet Union and the Gulf monarchies.
 Underlying Nasr's analysis - though this is not made explicit - is a familiar question in academic work on revolutionary states concerning how, and to what extent, they undergo 'socialisation', that is, accept the global interstate system and abandon their universalist ambitions in favour of a more conventional pursuit of national interest. Nasr's treatment is more subtle than some versions of this argument. At times he advances a largely realist explanation centred on deterrence: by this account, Iran has attempted to offset its military disadvantages by dispersing risk, using missiles, proxy forces and different forms of retaliation, thereby raising the costs of direct military aggression by the United States. It's an approach with considerable explanatory power, but elsewhere he follows a line more common in Washington, according to which the Islamic Republic is pursuing regional hegemony through its support for proxies. One limitation of this analysis is that it pays insufficient attention to local conditions and degrees of agency within the Axis of Resistance itself. It also obscures important distinctions: some actors are not proxies at all, but are pursuing their own political and ideological projects, while others have relationships with Tehran that are far more contingent and autonomous than is usually acknowledged in Western accounts. It is no secret, for example, that Hamas came into direct conflict with Hizbullah and Tehran during the Syrian civil war, or that the Houthis ignored Iranian advice when they moved to seize Sanaa, Yemen's capital.
Nasr points  to the ways in which Iran's foreign policy is shaped by domestic factional struggles and treated as vital to the regime's survival. In Revolution and World Politics (1999), Fred Halliday described the 'antinomies' of revolutionary foreign policy, emphasising the contradictory pressures under which revolutionary regimes operate. Iran's record is perhaps best understood not as a linear movement from revolutionary internationalism to the valorisation of national interest, but as a form of what E.H. Carr called 'dual policy': the simultaneous pursuit of diplomatic engagement with other states alongside support for sympathetic movements and militants abroad. The balance between these impulses has shifted repeatedly, shaped by domestic struggles and changing international conditions. Nasr is surely right to argue that socialisation has advanced, but he is less forthcoming about what it might entail in future, beyond accommodation to a US-dominated international order. That prospect is not without appeal in Iran. Four decades of sanctions, interstate conflict, authoritarian repression and international isolation have exhausted much of the population; many Iranians are desperate for fundamental change. The regime itself, worn down by prolonged economic warfare and austerity, has increasingly come to frame its role within the Axis of Resistance in nationalist rather than revolutionary terms. It is telling that John Mearsheimer has enjoyed a quiet renaissance among Iranian analysts sympathetic to security-minded elites, for whom the axis is seen less as an outgrowth of revolutionary mobilisation than as a strategy that has allowed Iran to avoid imperial encroachment and regional aggression on its own territory. Career diplomats - most notably Iran's former foreign minister Mohammad Javad Zarif - have, by contrast, supported negotiations and a fundamental reorientation of international relations, and have tended to gravitate towards the Copenhagen School of security studies, invoking securitisation theory to argue that the Islamic Republic has been unfairly cast as an existential threat.
 This shift in emphasis helps to explain why one of the unsung protagonists of Nasr's narrative is Rafsanjani, long cast as the Islamic Republic's great pragmatist. Leaving that characterisation aside, Nasr's account at times implicitly suggests that, were the 'pragmatic' wing of the regime to prevail, many of Iran's problems would be resolved. The difficulty with this argument is not simply that it understates the depth of ideological divisions within the Islamic Republic, but that it downplays the aggressive nature of US power. As Nasr's own account elsewhere recognises, while the political isolation of the Islamic Republic is in part a result of the regime's miscalculations, internal repression and strategic blunders, the US has remained committed to a policy of containment and neutralisation. Some of this hostility can be traced to the lingering desire to avenge the humiliation of the hostage crisis, when more than fifty Americans were taken hostage soon after the revolution at the US embassy in Tehran and held for more than a year, but it also reflects a deeper imperative: to ensure that the Islamic Republic cannot act as a model for others. As Edmund Burke once wrote, 'we were at war not with its conduct, but with its existence: convinced that its existence and its hostility were the same.'
 The latest iteration of this dynamic is Trump's demand for Iran's 'unconditional surrender'. The rial has lost more than 40 per cent of its value since Israel's attacks last June, contributing to the desperate economic situation that caused protests to erupt across more than seventy provincial towns and cities last month. In their scale and geographic reach, these protests constitute the most serious challenge to the Islamic Republic since the uprising of 2022, or even since the Green Movement of 2009. Years of austerity alongside the rise of an increasingly kleptocratic and predatory elite have steadily eroded the state's capacity to respond to crises, while the language of 'resistance' has long since ceased to mean anything to the population at large. Many Iranians blame their country's isolation and economic immiseration on their leaders' foreign policy decisions, which have long been decoupled from the people's will and their democratic aspirations.
 Besieged from without and increasingly brittle within, the government led by Masoud Pezeshkian is eager to negotiate. For the so-called pragmatic faction, of which Marashi is a member, normalisation with the US and incorporation into the global financial system are the goal, and one that large segments of Iran's political elite, and much of the wider population, would welcome, at least initially. The difficulty is that Trump has shown little interest in offering Tehran any meaningful reprieve, while Ayatollah Khamenei insists on the red lines of nuclear enrichment and continued support for Iran's partners in the Axis of Resistance. Iranians thus find themselves caught between Western politicians and intelligence services seeking to instrumentalise popular grievances in support of regime change and a state that has responded with an extraordinary escalation of violence against its own population. This wave of protests has already led to one of the darkest and bloodiest episodes in modern Iranian history, claiming the lives of at least five thousand people, including five hundred members of the security forces and pro-regime militias. The scale and character of the repression - reminiscent of the eliminationist logic employed by the fledgling Islamic Republic against Kurdish armed groups and the People's Mujahedin of Iran - underscore the depth of the regime's crisis. Convinced that Iran is approaching the precipice, the US is content to press its advantage rather than settle for accommodation.
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No King
Daisy Hay

3754 wordsIn the autumn  of 1777, as the American War ground on, Charles James Fox paid his first visit to the Duke and Duchess of Devonshire at Chatsworth. The young duchess was captivated by her new house guest. His conversation, Georgiana told her mother, 'is like a brilliant player at billiards, the strokes follow one another piff paff'. For his part, Fox was enamoured of his hostess and the splendour of her house in equal measure, but the conversational billiard game underway in her drawing room gave him little confidence that his Whig interlocutors would ever be capable of unseating the detested Tory government of Lord North. In a letter to his friend Edmund Burke he complained that his aristocratic fellow guests were 'as unfit to storm a citadel as they would be proper for the defence of it'.
 Burke's response, dated 8 October 1777, has been much anthologised. It is a personal letter that nevertheless ranges freely over the follies of the American War and dwells on the supine condition of the British people, seemingly blind to the faults of their political masters. 'As to that popular humour which is the medium we float in ... it is far worse than I have ever known or could imagine it.' In the face of public passivity, Burke concluded, even the most coherent opposition stood little chance of storming the citadel: 'The greatest number have a sort of heavy lumpish acquiescence in government, without much respect or esteem for those that compose it.'
 Although Burke sympathised with Fox's frustration with aristocratic Whigs, he would not allow him to turn his back on politics or renege on the duties incumbent on a party of opposition. By 1777, Burke had become a leading light of the parliamentary faction known as the Rockingham Whigs, which defined itself primarily through its objection to untrammelled royal power. He firmly believed that Fox would be an asset to the party: 'You are better able to serve them than any man I know.' Moreover, he continued,
 you will certainly want some better support than merely that of the Crown. For I much doubt, whether, with all your parts, you are the man formed for acquiring real interior favour in this Court, or in any; I therefore wish you a firm ground in the country; and I do not know so firm and so sound a bottom to build on as our party. 

 This exchange stands as the epistolary equivalent of a portrait miniature, representing the friendship of Burke and Fox in microcosm. The story of their friendship contains within it a much larger history and, as James Grant shows, both story and history were shaped by the seismic events that refashioned Britain's place in the world during the second half of the 18th century. The title of Grant's joint biography, Friends until the End, offers its own kind of miniature, both in the ways in which it is accurate and the ways in which it is not. Burke and Fox's relationship could not withstand the ideological chasm that emerged between them after the French Revolution. But they believed passionately in the importance of friendship. In a clubbable century, both men had ample opportunity to learn its value and to be hurt by moments that revealed its fragility. Underpinning their friendship was a shared belief in the threat of royal overreach that Burke articulates in his 1777 letter; ultimately, differences about the dangers inherent in storming a citadel would force them apart.
 It was an unlikely pairing. They were twenty years apart in age and came from different worlds. Burke was born in Dublin in 1729, the second son of Richard, a Protestant lawyer of 'fretful temper', and Mary, daughter of a Catholic family from County Cork. Richard Burke was a harsh and unforgiving father, and rumours about cradle Catholicism dogged Edmund throughout his life. His was a complicated inheritance. He spoke with an Irish brogue and as a child attended a 'hedge school' run by a Mr O'Halloran, who taught his classes outside in deference to laws prohibiting Catholic education. Yet in 1761, as a junior employee of Lord Halifax, the new viceroy of Ireland, Burke found himself, in Grant's words, 'a cog ... in the British machinery of Catholic suppression'.
 In his 1777 letter to Fox, Burke represented Ireland as a cautionary tale for a government bent on the destruction of the American colonists. 'The state of Ireland ought forever to teach parties moderation in their victories,' he insisted. 'People crushed by law have no hopes but from power. If laws are their enemies, they will be enemies to laws; and those who have much to hope and nothing to lose will always be dangerous, more or less.' For the young Burke, it was a relief to escape poverty and oppression for the more congenial pleasures of London. He trained for the Bar, but despite this outward show of obedience had little interest in following his father, preferring to devote himself to writing. In 1757 he published A Philosophical Inquiry into the Origin of our Ideas of the Sublime and the Beautiful and married Jane Nugent, his doctor's daughter. By the time he entered Parliament in 1766, he had left the disapproving orbit of his father, exchanging the chilly atmosphere of his childhood home for a loving household encompassing wife, brothers, friends and children, among whom he found great domestic happiness. The brothels and gambling dens of 18th-century London were not for him: his places were the House of Commons, where he rapidly made a name for himself as an orator of note, and his new estate at Beaconsfield.
 Charles Fox's journey to adulthood and Parliament presented a stark contrast. He was born in 1749, the second son of Henry Fox, the first Lord Holland, and Caroline Lennox, who was descended (through the illegitimate line of the Dukes of Richmond) from Charles II. Fox grew up in great luxury at Holland House, his every whim indulged. His biographer Leslie Mitchell relates a representative anecdote: having promised that young Charles could be present when a wall was demolished, on discovering that the wall had come down in his son's absence, Henry Fox had it rebuilt so the boy might enjoy its fall. At seven Fox was given the power to ordain his own schooling; he developed into a young man whose tastes and appetites knew no restraint. Although in later life caricaturists delighted in depicting him as fat and slovenly, in his youth Fox peacocked among the London 'Macaronis': dandies who vied with one another over the sharpness of their shirt points and the ornateness of their cravats. At Eton, then at Oxford and during his Grand Tour, Fox collected friends and women and gambling debts on a heroic scale. He was elected to Parliament in 1768, aged only nineteen, courtesy of a rotten borough purchased for him by his father.
 Fox would come to be defined by his association with Whig opposition, but in his early years in the House of Commons he hewed to a different line. His father viewed the Rockinghamites as his enemies and Fox, a devoted if expensive son, was fierce in his filial loyalty. An early test of parliamentary allegiance arose in 1769 after the outlawed John Wilkes returned to London to contest the seat of the City of London and his supporters were fired on by soldiers. Fox, still on good terms with North and his ministers, spoke against Wilkes in the Commons, where his chief antagonist was Burke. Burke told the Commons that he had little interest in excusing the behaviour of the Wilkesite mob, but he nevertheless insisted that Parliament should investigate the use of military force to quell civil protest. 'If you take away the Civil Execution of justice,' he warned, 'you maim and mangle the whole constitutional Polity of England.' British troops firing on citizens in a British city was not something Burke could countenance.
 Three years later, the behaviour of the king brought Burke and Fox into alliance. They might disagree about the treatment of a troublesome crowd, but on the subject of a troublesome monarch they were united. In 1772, George III, angry that his brothers had married beneath their station, introduced a piece of legislation, the Royal Marriages Act. North was simply told to get the bill through. For Fox, the matter was personal. Had such a bill been in force when his own parents met, his mother, as a descendent of royalty, would have been forbidden permission to marry. Burke saw the question in terms of moral absolutes, as a power grab by a man determined to rule like a despot rather than the constitutional monarch described by the settlement of 1688. Between 1772 and 1774, Fox served as a Treasury minister in the government but North's failure to appreciate the familial concerns of the Hollands about the Royal Marriages Act drove him out of government. He was 25 when he resigned his post. Both the prime minister and the king thought such an action by a young man already mired in debt and vice demonstrated an insufferable degree of presumption.
 Throughout the first half of the 1770s, strained relations between the king, his government and the American colonists brought questions about royal power and the executive's responsibility towards its citizens into sharp relief. Burke watched with dismay as the North administration hardened its position in relation to the rebellious citizens of Massachusetts, pushing the Rockinghamites to defend American liberty. In 1774, he became the MP for Bristol, a city whose wealth depended on trade with the colonists and on slavery, an institution Burke loathed. In a series of parliamentary speeches, notably his 'Speech on Conciliation with America' in 1775, Burke set out a theory of government shaped by the prospect of conflict. He argued that an empire prospered through trade and mutual aid: therefore no good could come of one part of that empire taxing another for rapacious gain. War was inhuman; royal overreach disastrous. Burke ensured that his speeches on these themes were printed and circulated widely outside Parliament, making himself the voice of opposition not just in politics but in the country at large.
 Fox was astonished by the power of Burke's oratory. In the mid-1770s, he was in political limbo, no longer part of North's government but not allied to the Rockinghamites. But in the summer of 1776, Burke and Fox began to meet and talk with increasing regularity. Fox's cousin Sarah Lennox remarked with some surprise that the princeling of Holland House had 'left off all his fine acquaintances ... and lived quite with Mr Burke'. By the time of Fox's visit to Chatsworth in 1777, the friendship had been sealed and Burke's suggestion that Fox should formally ally himself with the Rockingham cause was in reality a proposal for the formalisation of an allegiance already solidified through conversation and shared ideals.
 The events of 1780 marked a turning point. During the anti-Catholic Gordon Riots that June, George III ordered that troops should fire on the London rioters. In Parliament, as the dust settled, Burke thundered that the king and his ministers had established a 'military on the ruins of a civil government'; Fox added that he would 'much rather be governed by a mob than a standing army'. Lord North, in contrast, believed that the populace would flock to the cause of a government and a monarch who had valiantly saved them from the mob, and called an election accordingly. Fox won the seat of Westminster and became leader of the opposition in the Commons in all but name. Burke, who held robust views about an MP's right to represent his constituents as he, rather than they, saw fit, faced defeat in Bristol and withdrew from the contest. His opposition to the slave trade was well known by 1780; so too was his support for free trade with Ireland and for mercy for debtors and Catholics. On almost every issue of note he held an opposing view to those of the Bristol merchants who were his electorate. He subsequently returned to Parliament representing a rotten borough, but, in the words of one of his more recent biographers, Jesse Norman, his story after 1780 became 'more one of intellect and imagination than of political achievement'. In the 1780s Burke appeared in Parliament and in the press as a kind of political soothsayer, a Cassandra warning against the dangers of royal despotism while the country stumbled into silence and submission.
In October  1781, the British army was defeated at Yorktown. The following March the North ministry resigned, having lost a vote of confidence. Rockingham became prime minister and began peace negotiations, with Fox as his foreign secretary. Four months later Rockingham died and in the fraught parliamentary manoeuvring that followed, Fox and Burke united around one idea: that in the affairs of Parliament and government, there should be 'no king'. Neither man was a republican but both believed that George III was undermining the constitutional settlement by refusing to accept the will of his ministers or the people. After the Rockingham ministry foundered under the weak leadership of Lord Shelburne, Fox attempted to form a coalition with North. George III was horrified by the prospect and campaigned actively against it. He asked the 23-year-old William Pitt to lead a government instead: anyone, other than Fox. When Pitt declined, the king threatened to abdicate, before withdrawing the threat and accepting - most unhappily - a government led by the inoffensive Duke of Portland, in which Fox and North would act as the acknowledged powers behind the throne. But in an attempt to shorten the life of this detestable ministry, George refused to let his new ministers dispense sinecures and peerages - gifts termed by Grant as 'those bonding agents of 18th-century party loyalty'. Fox and his friends took to calling the king 'Satan'.
 The Fox-North coalition fell in December 1783; in choosing its successor, George III meddled once more. Fox had a majority in the Commons but the king nevertheless asked Pitt to form a government. Burke accused Pitt of having seized power 'by means the most disgraceful and unconstitutional' and of answering only to a royal constituency of one. Pitt, however, was a formidable opponent. With the king at his side he was immovable. At the end of the hotly contested election of 1784, in which the 'Foxite Martyrs' were heavily defeated, Burke concluded that the House of Commons was 'something worse than extinguished'. With great effort it had been proved to be independent of the Crown but 'we found that its independence led to its destruction. The people did not like our work; and they joined the Court to pull it down.' Faced with an electorate which appeared to prefer absolutism to democratic civil rule, Burke and Fox were once again relegated to opposition, forced to watch as the king accrued power to himself in the manner of an absolutist European monarch. The Regency crisis of 1788 appeared briefly to offer the prospect of change, but to Fox's evident disappointment the king recovered his sanity. Such was the public animus between the two men that gossip circulated in the London broadsheets that the king's ailment had been caused by Fox poisoning him.
 Burke and Fox did not concern themselves solely with royal and parliamentary intrigue. At home there were families to be supported and women to be won. In his leisure hours Burke read Frances Burney's Cecilia and forged a firm friendship with the novelist after he wrote her a fan letter: 'In an age distinguished by producing extraordinary Women, I hardly dare to tell you where my opinion would place you among them.' Burney was less circumspect: such was Burke's appeal, she told her friend Hester Thrale, she was in danger of falling 'quite desperately and outrageously in love'. Extraordinary women featured in Fox's story too: first the actress and poet Mary Robinson, or 'Perdita', who had previously been the mistress of the Prince of Wales; then Georgiana, Duchess of Devonshire, with whom it is likely he had an affair; and finally Elizabeth Armistead, another former mistress of the prince (Fox eventually married Armistead in secret).
 Personal happiness offered one compensation for royal opprobrium. Global affairs were another kind of distraction. The fortunes of the Burke family were enmeshed in the business of the East India Company; the Fox-North coalition collapsed in December 1783 because of the failure of Fox's India Bill. The management of India (and, by proxy, of Britain's expanding empire) became a touchstone in the friendship between Burke and Fox in the 1780s, in large part because of the behaviour of Warren Hastings, India's governor-general. Burke had begun his career as a staunch defender of the East India Company but by the early 1780s had shifted his position. In 1784 he alleged that Hastings was 'ravaging countries, depopulating kingdoms, reducing the gardens of the universe to a desert, plundering opulent towns'. When the king and Pitt contrived to scupper Fox's India Bill, which would have offered a measure of relief to starving Indian subjects, Burke saw it as an attack on the very premise of empire. He had argued before the American War that empire should rest on mutual trade and aid, rather than rapacious extraction. Yet although Fox and Burke agreed on this principle they approached the question of India and Hastings from different angles. Fox, Grant writes, viewed these as 'political questions', Burke as 'moral certainties'.
 In 1787, Hastings was impeached in Westminster Hall, charged, among other crimes, with embezzlement, extortion, coercion and judicial killing. Burke played a crucial role in the political campaign that led to Hastings's impeachment, to the great disappointment of Burney, who attended on the first day of the trial and found her sympathy ranged firmly against her old friend. 'How did I grieve to behold him now, the cruel Prosecutor - such to me he appeared - of an injured and innocent man!' Fox was also present on the first day of the trial and for a time Burke and Fox worked together on the impeachment, but as the trial dragged on Fox lost interest. By the time Hastings was acquitted in 1795, the attention of politicians and the public had long since moved on. Burke's indefatigable prosecution of Hastings stemmed from the same principles that saw him object to a parliament levelling extortionate taxes on its own people. Power exercised without thought for the wellbeing of the people was an affront to Burke, and in Hastings he saw all the old corruptions of power personified.
 Those who know Burke only through his most famous work, Reflections on the Revolution in France (1790), might find this surprising. His pen portrait of the terrified French queen, scantily clad at the feet of her husband as the mob stormed Versailles, became one of the totemic images of the French Revolution and brought a good deal of censure on him within his lifetime. Burke viewed the early violence of the revolution as a betrayal of the ideals enshrined in Britain's bloodless overthrow of James II in 1688; in his eyes, unbridled power in the hands of the crowd was even worse than unbridled power in the hands of a king. Fox, in contrast, laid the blame for the Terror at the feet of despotic monarchs (Louis XVI chief among them) who had failed to reform themselves. In a Commons debate on 6 May 1791, Burke attempted to speak on the 'horrible and nefarious consequences flowing from the French Idea of the Rights of Man' but was shouted down. Fox seconded the motion that called his old mentor out of order. In his own speech, Fox insisted that the new French constitution was founded on the same ideals as the Glorious Revolution. In reply, Burke spoke directly to Fox. He knew, the parliamentary report recalled, that it was 'indiscreet at his time of life to provoke enemies, or give his friends occasion to desert him' but there could be no friendship where there was such fundamental disagreement. Grant gives the moment its due: 'Mr Fox whispered that there was no loss of friendship, the Parliamentary History records. Mr Burke replied that yes, there was ... he had done his duty at the price of his friend - their friendship was at an end.'
 Burke was true to his word. In 1797, when Fox heard his old mentor was dying, he wrote asking to be allowed to say goodbye in person. In return he received a letter from Burke's wife declining the meeting on her husband's instruction. 'It has cost Mr Burke the most heartfelt pain to obey the stern voice of duty in rendering asunder a long friendship but ... he deemed this sacrifice necessary; that his principles remained the same; and that in whatever life yet remained to him, he conceives that he must live for others and not for himself.' By the time of his death, Burke was regarded as a prophet of Conservatism, who had foreseen the bloodbath of the Terror at a moment when Fox was still extolling the virtues of revolution. Fox was punished for his optimism and by the mid-1790s was reduced to leading a small band of loyalists who withstood the suppressions of Pitt's own 'Terror'. He died in 1806, with his liver in such a state that it shocked even the hard-drinking doctors responsible for his autopsy.
 Because Fox became a hero of Whig Liberalism and Burke the founding father of British Conservatism, many commentators have assumed that in politics they were always on opposing sides. Grant's valuable book explores the way in which, on some of the most pressing questions of their day, they were united. Faced with militarised streets they spoke out. And as the behaviour of a monarch whom Shelley would ultimately describe as 'old, mad, blind, despised and dying' became more despotic and less respecting of the principles of England's unwritten constitution, they stood against him too, at significant personal cost. The things they held in common are no less important in their story than the global, political and parliamentary forces that would eventually drive them apart. Not for them that 'heavy lumpish acquiescence' of passivity, or indeed a tempering of opinions in the service of friendship, even if, as had been suggested by a young Fox, friendship offered 'the only real happiness in the world'. Happiness mattered to Fox and Burke, and friendship did too, a great deal - but, for Burke at least, ideals mattered more.
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Now and Then
Thomas Nagel

2028 wordsHuman beings  seem to have a unique relationship to time. We carry within ourselves a sense of our past and future lives extending over decades. (Other creatures appear to live mainly in the present, though we know too little about the inner lives of elephants, for example, to have a firm opinion about this.) We can all second William Faulkner: 'The past is never dead. It's not even past.' Or T.S. Eliot: 'Time present and time past/Are both perhaps present in time future,/And time future contained in time past.' Our lives don't just play out over time: we lead them over the course of that time, shaping them as an extended whole, remembering and reacting to the past, anticipating, planning and creating the future. To lead a life is to be always aware that the moving present is embedded in an extended history, which helps determine the significance of what one does or feels now.
 Two broad themes bring together the many topics discussed in Samuel Scheffler's new book, One Life to Lead. The first is how we live in time: the way our emotions and attitudes change with the passage of time, the asymmetry of our attitudes towards the past and the future; more generally, the incompatibility between leading a life and maintaining a detached stance of neutrality concerning all the points in that life - a neutrality ostensibly based on the premise that the particular time when something happens, per se, can have no bearing on its value. The second theme is the rejection of a different kind of detachment, or more positively, the insistence that certain strong attachments - to particular persons, groups, personal projects and aims - are essential to leading a life. Scheffler opposes this 'attachment-sensitive' conception to the religious and philosophical forms of detachment from the contingencies of life that offer to make us less vulnerable to disappointment and loss.
 To begin with time. Scheffler takes up a curious topic that was made salient by Derek Parfit: the difference in our attitudes to past and future pleasures and pains. Most people would prefer to have suffered two hours of pain yesterday than to be going to suffer one hour of pain tomorrow and would prefer to have one hour of pleasure tomorrow than to have had two hours yesterday. Parfit thought this 'bias towards the future' was irrational, since two hours of pain are worse than one hour, no matter when they occur. He thought it would be better to be neutral about the good or bad things that happen - to look back with as much satisfaction at a past pleasure as forward in anticipation of a comparable pleasure in the future, to be as distressed at the memory of a past pain as by the prospect of a future one.
 Scheffler rejects this rationalist folly, and not merely because it tries to override a strong natural feeling with an abstract argument. He observes that this past-future asymmetry is just one of the ways in which our attitudes change over time - quite appropriately - by virtue of the temporal structure of our lives. There are differences in our epistemic and practical relations to the past and the future. We remember the past, not the future. We can affect the future by our actions, but we can't affect the past. These differences make asymmetrical attitudes appropriate. The future, as Scheffler puts it, is in our 'deliberative landscape'. The prospect of intense pain galvanises us into wanting to do something to prevent it if possible, and to prepare ourselves for it if not. Its unpleasantness demands of us the special kind of attention associated with action and decision. Once the pain is past, it is no longer part of our deliberative landscape, and we can instead feel relief that it's over - a temporally different way of recognising its badness.
 The alternative to living in the present is not a life of timeless neutrality but a life that proceeds directionally in time, with many asymmetric attitudes towards past and future. We feel guilt, shame, remorse and pride about what we have done, not what we will do; we feel hope and fear about the future, not the past; our appetites are directed forwards, not backwards. More broadly, Scheffler is concerned with the diachronic character of the emotions. Leading a life, he says, is 'not only an agential undertaking but an emotional and affective one'.
 He explores this subject through the example of grief, an emotion that relates us to the past, and that usually, and we think appropriately, changes over time, as we 'move on' from a grievous loss. In this example the themes of time and attachment are joined, since it is the death of someone we love that causes grief. The question Scheffler poses is why it is appropriate for grief to subside over time, given that the reason for grief seems not to have diminished: the person is still dead. Why is there not something disloyal about ceasing to grieve?
 Here again Scheffler points out that temporal neutrality ignores the complex directional character of our lives in time. Grief is not just a painful feeling, but an emotionally wrenching disruption of the ordinary forward-looking, active, practical stance towards life, the pursuit of plans and projects. The death of someone loved focuses all one's attention on the person one has lost - on the past. The progress of one's life comes to a stop. This is an appropriate reaction to the brutality of death. But eventually, Scheffler says, 'one's commitment to leading one's life gradually reasserts itself, and one again becomes receptive to one's standing future-oriented reasons. It is less that there is a discrete reason for grief to end than that the reasons to lead one's life, which never themselves expired, gradually prevail.' He observes that emotional trajectories differ: there is no comparable reason for gratitude to diminish over time, for example. 'We need to consider individually the "diachronic profiles" of pride, shame, guilt, remorse, regret, surprise, exasperation, hatred, sadness, repulsion and so on.' This is a rich subject, about which there is much more to be said.
 Scheffler claims that humans are faced with a serious problem of what he calls 'temporal dissonance': how to reconcile the fact that our lives are extended in time with the fact that we are confined to the present moment. How can we think of ourselves in both ways at once? I confess that I am not gripped by this problem. Scheffler's own descriptions of our links to our pasts and futures through the emotions and attitudes we experience in the present show that the present moment is not really so confining. But insofar as there is a problem to be solved, I agree with him that we solve it by living each moment not only in the present but also as part of the extended life we have been consciously leading and will continue to lead.
 A life gets its shape not only through memory and expectation but through the strong and enduring attachments that are its most important content. This brings us to Scheffler's second theme. Leading a life necessarily involves selective attachments and relationships to particular persons and groups, and selective valuing of things and activities or projects. Notably, it is incompatible with valuing equally all the persons or things that are, in themselves, of equal value. 'Although everyone has generic reasons to treat valuable things' - such as persons - 'in certain ways simply in virtue of their value,' Scheffler writes,
 those who value a thing, in my sense, recognise reasons in addition to these generic reasons. They see themselves as having reasons with respect to the particular item they value that they do not have with respect to other valuable items of the same kind. To value something, then, is not merely to regard it as valuable or to believe that it has value. Valuing something also involves a kind of attachment or engagement or investment. 

To value something, he writes, is 'a selective or contrastive notion. There is no limit to the number of things whose value one can recognise, but the fact that valuing involves emotional investment and a distinctive practical orientation means that one cannot value everything.' This means that impartiality among persons, the impersonal commitment to maximising the overall good that underlies utilitarianism, is ruled out by Scheffler's attachment-sensitive conception of the good life. Philosophical discussions of a person's partiality to the interests of their family, friends or community often depict it as a form of (perhaps permissible) bias - a deviation from the default of equal concern for everyone. But Scheffler says this is a mistake. 'Displaying differential concern for the people with whom one has close personal relationships is not a form of bias. It is part of what valuing such relationships consists in.'
 Without such relationships, and without engagement in projects, activities and vocations that one values, one would hardly be leading a human life. Attachments give life its content and its meaning. They also make us vulnerable to loss: 'In valuing, we give hostages to fortune, and fortune may be cruel. Only a person who valued nothing could achieve emotional invulnerability.' But to Scheffler, the choice is clear: the radical detachment recommended as an escape from vulnerability is an escape from life itself.
 Attachments don't only give our lives direction: they are our principal form of engagement with and submission to the world. Scheffler makes the astute point that what we want in life is not just to satisfy our own desires, but to submit ourselves 'to needs and requirements we did not invent, whether these are the needs of other people or groups or the requirements of worldly activities in which we wish to participate or at which we wish to excel.' We want to face demands from the world and other people, and from the standards imposed by difficult tasks, such as learning Russian or to play the violin. An important example is the relation of friendship, which is manifested partly by the deference we pay to a friend's needs, desires and interests - and especially to their understanding of their needs, desires and interests, whether we agree with them or not. That is the way we recognise them as an independent source of constraints.
 It is natural to wonder whether these strong selective attachments are compatible with the more impersonal and impartial claims of morality. But Scheffler argues that there is no conflict: on the contrary, the claims made on us by our attachments form an integral part of morality, though they are subject to some limits imposed by principles of fairness, justice and equal treatment that count all persons as of equal value. Most people believe
 that an important part of what it is to be a good or decent person is to possess and exercise the virtues associated with one's social roles and relationships: to be a good friend, a good parent or child ... or a good member of one's community ... One's personal attachments and relationships, and the social roles one occupies, define much of the content of morality as most people understand it. 

Scheffler has explored these questions before, in Human Morality (1992), for example, but more discussion here of the form and scope of moral impartiality that he believes compatible with such attachments would have been useful.
 The book addresses other topics: the inevitable contingency of our lives; the 'normative poverty' that comes with the loss of relationships in advanced age; the historicist sense of our relation to past and future generations; the love of humanity. As in all of his writings, Scheffler's treatment of normative questions is grounded in reality and respectful of ordinary thought. He is much more attentive to the concrete details of human relations, attitudes and practices than is usual in philosophy, and resistant to the search for abstract general principles. And something else recommends the book: it is impossible not to take it personally. It will make you think about the shape of your own life.
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One of the Worst Things
Rosemary Hill

4652 wordsWhen Deborah Cavendish,  duchess of Devonshire, died at the age of 94 in September 2014, the obituary headlines rang the changes on 'the end of an era' and 'the last of the Mitford sisters'. If the first was true, the second was not. It sometimes feels as if we shall never hear the last of the Mitfords. What Jessica, one of Deborah Devonshire's older siblings, called 'the Mitford Industry' has powered on in spite of the absence of its principals (and in some cases because of it), refuelled by access to new material and a reduced fear of libel. Of the seven children of David and Sydney, Lord and Lady Redesdale, six were girls; the Mitford industry revolves, lighthouse-like, between them. Nancy, the novelist, wit and Bright Young Thing, comes to prominence whenever her books are dramatised; Unity and Diana, the Nazis, are subjects for studies of British upper-class fascism; Debo, as she was always known, the chatelaine of Chatsworth, attracts the interest of architectural historians and fans of the aristocracy; Jessica, known as Decca, is the communist. Pamela, once satirised in Private Eye as 'Doreen: the unknown Mitford sister', was the only one never to make international news, her lesbianism causing no more than a local disturbance. They were all monsters, sacred monsters at times, but monstrous nonetheless in the sheer scale of their lives and characters and in the self-belief that propelled what might have been, in smaller personalities, merely enthusiasms or inclinations onto the world stage. Lady Redesdale said that whenever she saw a headline beginning 'Peer's Daughter ...' she knew it would be one of hers. They started the industry themselves. Nancy's novel The Pursuit of Love (1945) gave a witty account of family life which was less exaggerated than most readers must have imagined, and Decca's memoir Hons and Rebels (1960) was an instant bestseller. The Times found it 'extremely funny'; her sisters, without exception, hated it. The growing numbers of Mitfordists took sides.
Carla Kaplan's Troublemaker is the first scholarly biography of Jessica, and it is both opportune and persuasive. At any given moment, the most obscure historical period is the one that is still within living memory. There are too many vested interests at stake. Too much material is in private hands, and in the hands of the Mitford sisters documents could appear and disappear unaccountably. Kaplan began work just as her subject was slipping over the time horizon. Though they never met, Kaplan talked to surviving friends and family, including Debo, with whom she spent a day in 2008. As well as the depth of her well-digested research, Kaplan's strength is that she writes about Decca, as she sensibly decides to call her in most contexts, as 'an American communist' with an unusual background in the English aristocracy. The more familiar British attitudes to Decca range from benign but limited admiration for the amusing author of Hons and Rebels and The American Way of Death to antipathy. She has been cast as 'a malcontent whose childhood was ideal and her bitterness about it ... "inexplicable"'. A daughter-in-law of Diana, who married Oswald Mosley, spent much of the Second World War in prison with her husband and never renounced her belief in fascism or her support for Hitler, felt that it was Jessica who was temperamentally lacking: an adolescent rebel who never grew up or acquired that 'well-adjusted disposition' - the mental equivalent of deportment - which made Debo so content. Kaplan deals with this briskly enough, as symptomatic of 'a certain absence of social curiosity ... at the heart of the British aristocracy', but not all aristocrats are so complacent. Where Decca was perhaps an outlier in her family was that she possessed a degree of empathy, something none of her sisters appears to have had. She alone noticed that the people who lived in the cottages on her parents' estate had bad teeth and inadequate clothes, and she was never content with the view, accepted not only among the aristocracy during her childhood, that 'the rich man in his castle, the poor man at his gate' were part of a divinely ordered social structure.
Rebellion set in early. When she was eleven, in 1928, Decca started saving up. Drummonds Bank wrote to 'respectfully beg leave to acknowledge receipt of ten shillings as initial deposit in your Running Away Account ... We remain, dear Madam, your obedient servants' etc. Her first vision of freedom was in the form of the fashionable new interwar housing type, the 'bedsitting room'. When her older sister Nancy got one in London, she was first jealous and then dismayed when Nancy gave it up. The rising tide of underclothes had been too much: 'I literally had to wade through them. No one to put them away.' Even by the standards of the time, the Mitfords' childhood was removed from the realities of life. Edwardian conventions, which were giving way elsewhere, hung on at Swinbrook, the family's ugly country house in Oxfordshire, known unaffectionately as Swinebrook. The shibboleth most resented by Decca was the refusal to educate girls properly, though her later career was helped by the fact that she was an autodidact. She brought an innocent eye and extra determination to her subject matter, but the lack of formal schooling rankled. Her parents were still, mentally, Victorians and Kaplan gives brief but revealing accounts of their earlier lives. David, whose career as 'a soldier and a gentleman' had cost him a lung but no qualms about the rightness of the empire, married Sydney Bowles in 1904. Sydney, who emerges from Kaplan's book as more sensitive and more practical than is generally supposed, had lost her own mother young and learned to cope with a tyrannical father who took his four children to sea for a year on his yacht. (In the course of the voyage, the children got lice and he got their governess pregnant.) The first time Sydney and David met she was fourteen. On that occasion, she got a fishbone stuck in her throat at dinner and, knowing better than to mention it, saved her own life by going upstairs and removing the bone with a button hook. Once married, the Redesdales lived and raised their children in the aristocratic discomfort they took for granted. When Decca first stayed with well-off Americans she was astonished by the absence of 'cold bathwater, electric lights that don't work, inedible food' and draughts that characterised the stately homes of England.
It was partly an attempt to keep warm that drove the sisters to the large airing cupboard, known to them as the Hons Cupboard (Hons being either slang for 'hens' or simply used to mean 'people', but not short for their titles). Here the sisters huddled and talked, and the Mitford mythos began with their own stories, quarrels and teases. Asked later in life to confirm whether the bond with her sisters had 'stood between her and life's cruel circumstances', Decca replied: 'Sisters were life's cruel circumstances.' She would never escape her family and its entanglements, but she was serious about running away. The opportunity came when she met her distant cousin Esmond Romilly, a nephew of Winston Churchill, a natural rebel and a charmer of flexible principles. He had already run away from school and been one of the first Englishmen to go to Spain to fight Franco. He saw action at Boadilla del Monte and had been invalided home when Decca met him at a country-house weekend party and asked if he was going back. He was and she inquired whether 'you could possibly take me with you?' He could and he did.
It was in one sense a rebellion, and at the same time a conventional upper-class marriage through the looking-glass: their families were related, they belonged to the same social circles, and their similar upbringings had fitted them for nothing practical. The experience of Spain was a combination of tragedy and farce. Decca was homesick and Romilly so inept he could barely tie his shoelaces. Since they weren't married, the Mitford parents went to law to try to get their underage daughter back (Sydney also sent out copies of Vogue). Unity, Decca's favourite sister, by now a committed Nazi and personal friend of Hitler, was in Germany and confided her worries about Decca to the Fuhrer, who was apparently very consoling. As Europe slid towards war the sisters shared the front pages with the international situation: 'Mixed Up Mitford Girls Still Confusing Europe'. Decca, a naive 19-year-old, was under Romilly's sway, and his charm had its dark side. He attempted to cut her off from her family rather than win them round. He had a flexible attitude to truth and was light-fingered even with his friends' possessions. The couple married eventually in Bayonne in 1937, after Decca got pregnant, and came back to England. Their daughter Julia was born in London in the communal house they had taken in Rotherhithe; she died at five months of measles. The district nurse had assumed that the baby, being breast-fed, would acquire her mother's immunity. But Decca and her sisters had been brought up in such isolation they had never had measles. Decca said almost nothing about this first great grief, but Kaplan sees its implications running as a thin vein through the rest of her life. Decca shared the family distaste for expressed emotion (except, in her own case, outbursts of wild enthusiasm). Kaplan construes this as a peculiarly aristocratic tendency but it is perhaps more generally English. There is a national tendency to avoid discussion of anything 'unpleasant', a preference for a register somewhere between stoicism and repression.
Having no more idea than Nancy about everyday life, Decca and Romilly were astonished to get bills for gas and electricity. After some months hiding from creditors, they decided to go to America. Romilly's proposal ('plan' is too strong a word for the various grandiose projects he conceived; he was, as Decca remarked, 'congenitally incapable of dwelling on the pitfalls ... in a situation') was to embark on a lecture tour. Suggested topics included 'How to Meet the King' and 'Sex Life at Oxford University'. In fairness, he was qualified to talk about both. In the US, as Unity's sister and Churchill's nephew they were instant stars, the 'Blueblood Adventurers'. They did some journalism but no lecturing. Attempts to find work gave Decca an early encounter with the inequalities she would spend the rest of her life fighting. She had no luck with applications until someone told her that 'colour' meant skin colour not hair. She stopped writing 'brown', started writing 'white', and immediately got a job. In 1939 she was selling tweeds in the Merrie England Village at the New York World's Fair; she would never settle permanently in England again. For a natural rebel, emigration has advantages. Kaplan teases out the nuances of Decca's self-presentation in America as an insider or outsider according to need. She knew when to dial up the English aristocrat, presumably good for tweed sales in the Merrie England Village, and when to let it drop. Some friends thought she deployed her most aristocratic vowels when arguing 'with recalcitrant Americans', but she could play both sides against the middle. When Debo came to visit after the war, she was appalled, reporting back to Diana that 'the accent is what struck me most ... she not only does the accent but says completely American sentences.' As Decca's career in political activism and investigative journalism developed, she used variants. Researching The American Way of Death, her expose of the exploitative funeral trade, Decca appeared in undertakers' offices in the form of 'a smart, slightly dowdy, vaguely eccentric housewife, carrying a small notebook in her large black handbag'. She had no interest in fashion - her sisters were dismayed by her lack of taste in clothes - but she could dress for a part. On her 34th birthday, she was on the stand in front of the House Un-American Activities Committee, carefully dressed in 'a pastel-coloured suit with a rounded, feminine collar and a dark silk blouse' accessorised with the swept-up cat-eye glasses that were the respectable lady's eyewear of the day. She got off.
Her public image was never wholly under her control, however. Kaplan suggests that the early years in America as one half of 'a funny couple' dogged her long after it bore any relation to the facts. By 1940, Romilly was training with the Canadian forces and Decca, pregnant again, was working in a department store while reading her way through five volumes of Roosevelt's speeches. Across the Atlantic, the Mitford myth was becoming florid. Unity attempted suicide at the outbreak of war and was brought home with a bullet in her brain, never fully to recover. Diana, who had left her first husband for Mosley, was interned in Holloway Prison. Nobody could say the sisters weren't serious about their ideals. For Decca, the war years brought different horrors. A daughter was born and named Constancia, after Constancia de la Mora, who had renounced her aristocratic Spanish family to fight fascism. Alone with her baby, Decca was under constant surveillance by the FBI, suspected of communist sympathies because of Romilly and fascist leanings because of her sisters. Another pregnancy ended in a miscarriage in a gas station toilet. Romilly was by this time a navigator in the Royal Canadian Air Force. He was reported missing over the North Sea in November 1941, but it was many months before Decca could be brought to believe that he was dead. Their friends agreed it seemed so unlike him.
The war broke the Mitford family. Afterwards it reformed along different lines. The Redesdales' marriage was a permanent casualty. Sydney, who never wavered in her sympathy for fascism, left her husband. Churchill, who spent Christmas at the White House in 1941, sent for Decca and apologised for jailing the Mosleys. He explained that he had arranged for other prisoners to clean and housekeep for them. Decca was furious. She told Churchill that she blamed the Mosleys and their followers for the war and for Romilly's death. Disconcerted, Churchill gave her $500, which she badly needed, but she said it was 'blood money' and donated it to her friend Virginia Durr's campaign against the poll tax. Their meeting may, Kaplan suggests, have been behind Churchill's noticeable gloom that Christmas and his 'retreat into silence' at the White House dinner. In 1945, Tom Mitford was killed in action at the age of 36. Decca wrote to her mother that she 'couldn't think of anything comforting to say' because he had been lost to such a 'magnificent cause'. In truth, nobody ever had much to say about Tom. Decca's praise for him was negative; the only sibling who was not a 'hater', he remains an empty outline amid the glare of his sisters' personalities, the real 'unknown Mitford'. Sydney managed the heroic feat of keeping on terms with all her daughters, sending Decca magazine cuttings and dealing gamely with requests to 'ring up the Daily Worker ... & ask them whether they know of any interesting mass meetings or demonstrations', though she was baffled by some of Decca's news, admitting she had no idea what a trade union was. Unity died in 1948 at the age of 33. Decca never renounced her. She was the sister she had loved most because 'her dissatisfaction with life mirrored my own.' Perhaps it was the unexpressed anger and sorrow about Unity that fuelled her implacable hostility to Diana.
By the end of the war, Decca was transformed. Adolescent 'dissatisfaction' with the order of things found focus in the Communist Party and the civil rights movement. She was now a naturalised American citizen, living in San Francisco with her second husband, the Jewish lawyer and communist Bob Treuhaft. There could be no going back. The intellect that developed through her programme of political self-education was 'detail-oriented and disciplined', but she retained a useful obliviousness to forms and norms, as well as a capacity to reinvent her life from scratch. She had several careers ahead of her, as activist, author, teacher and public figure. Planning was one of her strengths, but, as Kaplan observes, 'pivots were her superpower.' The war years saw the biggest pivot. From then on her life was part of American political history and Kaplan's perspective as an American historian allows her biography to expand into the fervid politics of the postwar years. By 1945, there was already a climate of fear on the left. The failure of Durr's campaign against the poll tax was more than a single setback. Durr and her lawyer husband, Clifford, were now 'in the crosshairs' of Congressman Martin Dies, scourge of suspected left-wing government workers. 'Both our families had come over here in the early 1700s,' Durr wrote, 'and had fought in the Revolutionary War. We had a sense ... that we owned the country ... I felt absolutely safe. I was an American.' Nobody felt that kind of safety again for the next 25 years. By 1948, Communist Party members were being arrested as part of J. Edgar Hoover's campaign to prove that Marxism advocated violence. Marxist beliefs, even if not acted on, were crimes.
Decca was assistant director of the East Bay Civil Rights Congress, which issued a document with the title 'We Charge Genocide'. It detailed cases of violence, lynching and the racism that was 'everywhere in American life', creating a climate of 'psychological terror and mass intimidation'. The Treuhafts and their friends were constantly watched and expected arrest at any moment. Decca remained aware of her privilege as a white woman, and of her relatively comfortable material status. She and Bob had paid work and they had a growing family (Constancia now had two young half-brothers). But any interaction with authority - a doctor's visit, a child's registration at school - might trigger a denunciation. While the image of 1950s middle-class America sent waves of aspirational envy across the Atlantic for its shiny kitchens, breakfast cereal and Chevrolets, the Jim Crow laws remained in place. Opinion polls suggested 80 per cent of Americans thought that communists should lose their citizenship. Kaplan conveys the grinding sense of oppression felt over decades by anyone thought to be 'radical'. The Treuhafts and their friends battled on while losing their own right to passports or to organise legally. Of the individual cases on which they campaigned, one of the bleakest was that of Willie McGee, a Black man accused of rape and hastily convicted on inadequate evidence. After six years of trials, appeals and two lynching attempts, the case had become a national cause celebre. McGee was executed on 8 May 1951; the execution by electric chair was broadcast live on local radio.
Through these years, Decca made a number of pivots. She and Treuhaft, who got passports in 1955, and managed to leave the country before the issuing authority realised its mistake, returned from a carefully choreographed trip to Hungary full of enthusiasm. By 1958, after the uprising, they had realised their mistake and left the Communist Party. There were some high spots amid the slog: Decca driving Josephine Baker to visit a prisoner in San Quentin, and later rescuing Johnny Cash's $10,000 donation to the Folson Inmates Welfare Fund, which had not found its way to the prisoners. Personally, she suffered two great traumas. In 1955, her elder son, Nicholas, was knocked down by a car and killed while out on his bicycle on a paper round. Decca said almost nothing. She took down the photographs of him and went to bed with flu. There was no mention of him in her memoir. 'Forging ahead,' Kaplan explains, was her way of coping.
The year before saw a more complicated episode about which Decca said a great deal, giving so many contradictory versions that Kaplan can only set out the evidence and consider the implications. Walking alone at night to a meeting, Decca was attacked by a young Black man. In most versions of the story, her husband, on his way to the same meeting, heard the noise and rescued her. Much later she told a friend she had been raped, and Kaplan concludes that this was most probably the case. Decca saw a doctor but refused to report an offence that would risk a Black man's life. It was a grimly ironic predicament for a defender of Willie McGee, and one that touches on another aspect of her subject's character that Kaplan teases out, her attitudes to sex and to feminism. Decca made jokes about rape, complaining that American feminists made 'too much fuss about sex'. Most of her closest friends, including Durr and later Maya Angelou, were prominent feminists but it was a cause she never took up. The consciousness-raising of Adrienne Rich and other white American feminists would always have been uncongenial in its appeal to introspection - 'grubbing about' as Decca called it. She argued that anti-pornography campaigners played into the hands of right-wing censorship. Kaplan adds that Decca herself was 'not very sexual'. Perhaps, also, she felt that an involvement in feminism would be self-indulgent, too much like doing something for herself. It is noticeable that none of her campaigns benefited her own immediate interests.
For her sisters 
, Decca's life's work came under the heading of 'politics' in which they took no interest unless personally involved. Debo, who became duchess of Devonshire in 1950, was sister-in-law to Kathleen 'Kick' Kennedy, Jack Kennedy's sister. By the time he became president her sisters were convinced that Debo was having an affair with him. So Mitford-centric was their universe it seemed obvious that Kennedy's address to the nation on 22 October 1962 would be an abdication speech, a la Edward VIII, announcing his love for Debo. The Cuban Missile Crisis came as a terrible disappointment. Two years later, when Hons and Rebels topped the bestseller lists alongside Joy Adamson's Born Free, Diana wrote to the TLS calling it 'grotesque', while Nancy, fuelled by professional as well as personal resentment, patronised it as 'easy to read & very funny in parts'. Debo complained in private that she would 'never understand' why Decca was so bitter about her family's fascist sympathies.
After Sydney died in 1963 - her resistance to conventional medicine justified by an easy death at home at the age of 83 - the surviving sisters were only all together again once, in 1973, when Nancy was dying in her home at Versailles. She had gone to live in Paris immediately after the war in pursuit of her lover Gaston Palewski, who had married someone else. Around her deathbed, the sisters tried not to quarrel. Decca noted that Diana had aged but not changed ('like a beautiful ... bit of sculpture') and Diana 'felt an unexpected sympathy' for Decca, 'even affection'. All except Decca agreed that Nancy should not be told that she was dying. Decca, more imaginative than the others, saw that her sister was in intolerable pain and, by lying to the nurse about the dosage, managed to give Nancy enough morphine to speed her end. It was, she later said, 'the only useful thing' she did for her. Now in her late fifties Decca had pivoted again and was teaching journalism at Yale. The students loved her. Her unglamorous look - the double-knit suits, undyed greying hair and big handbag - somehow made her seem 'more radical and genuinely young' than anyone on campus. But she was not young. Each pivot took more energy than the last. Some of the students noticed that she seemed lonely, and not always sober. Looking after her grandchildren after her daughter's marriage broke down, she complained of the disruption that she could 'hardly hear myself drink'.
Tensions between the surviving Mitfords finally erupted, as family rows usually do, over something relatively trivial: a scrapbook. Pamela accused Decca of stealing this family album, which was 'the size of a table', and lending it to David Pryce-Jones for his biography of Unity (published in 1976). Decca had been the only sister willing to help him with his research for a book that the others condemned as 'pornographic' and 'Nazis all the way'. Accused of the theft by Debo during a dinner at Chatsworth, Decca fled in tears. It says much about the depths and complexities of her character that, having said so little about so much, she was open about her misery when faced with her sisters' united front. She lapsed into a 'sad haze', a 'sort of non-stop condition of mourning'. It was 'one of the worst things' that had ever happened to her. Some months later, the scrapbook turned up. It was on a table at Chatsworth, where it had been all along. Debo's cheery telegram announcing 'All's well' and her breezy explanation that the reappearance was 'very odd indeed' were scarcely adequate, but Decca was grateful to be reconciled with the family she had spent so long running away from.
The last years of her life brought more illness, along with the devastating revelation of Bob's long affair with their friend Joanne Grant. He told Decca about it only when it was over. She was baffled as much as hurt, and also, Kaplan suggests, ashamed. Her solid marriage had been her trump card over the sisters with their divorces, infidelities and heartbreaks. Through whatever 'private negotiation' the Treuhafts stayed together. Meanwhile, as the Mitford industry boomed, Decca's past began to overtake her. The publication of Nancy's letters opened new wounds, revealing the spiteful way her sisters had discussed her behind her back. For all this, Kaplan conveys a sense of a life lived all the way to the end. Decca continued to make new friends, including Nora Ephron, Salman Rushdie and Hillary Rodham, who she thought was too good for Bill Clinton. She died of cancer at home on 23 July 1996. 'It is so ODD to be dying,' she wrote, from her downstairs bedroom to Bob, who was asleep upstairs. 'I must just jot a few thoughts ... I've SO enjoyed life with you.'
Debo thought Decca had had a 'tragic life', but that is not the story Kaplan tells in an account which is, willy-nilly, a contribution to the Mitford industry. Decca was always famous for her family, much to her annoyance at times when it was she, rather than the better-qualified Bob, who was asked to endorse a book or speak at an event. The question of whether she would otherwise have made any input to the history of the American civil rights movement is debatable. As a work of Mitfordiana, Kaplan's book is not entirely fair (none of them is). She is too dismissive of Nancy as a writer and of Debo, whose legacy is as considerable as Decca's in its way. The Chatsworth estate was crippled by double death duties after the war, and it was largely due to Debo's determination and ingenuity that one of England's greatest works of architecture was saved from both terminal decline and the National Trust. As the age that ended with the last of the Mitfords fades, it becomes clear that great houses which continue to be inhabited while publicly accessible live and grow, while those that are only tourist sites risk becoming arid. Kaplan is also sometimes wrong. Although Unity was conceived by apt coincidence in Swastika, Ontario, she was not born there but in London. Not everything that Kaplan attributes to Hon-speak is their coinage; 'frenemy' is American in origin and 'Abyssinia' for 'I'll be seeing you' was common. None of this is significant and at times Kaplan's vagueness is positively refreshing. Nancy's much rhapsodised Louis XVI salon was indeed full of 'delicate, uncomfortable French furniture' and that is no doubt the way Decca saw it.
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At the Grand Egyptian Museum
New Pharaonism
Neal Spencer

1913 wordsThe story  of archaeology in Egypt usually begins with the Napoleonic expedition of 1798-1801 and Jean-Francois Champollion's decipherment of hieroglyphs in 1822. That's the European side of the story: Arab scholars had already been recording and debating pharaonic monuments and scripts for centuries. In the 19th century, the Ottoman khedive (or viceroy) Muhammad Ali and his successors founded scholarly institutes and museums and introduced laws to restrict the export of antiquities. Thousands of men and boys were pressed into excavating ancient temples and removing villages and their inhabitants to allow for an unpeopled view of ancient Egypt. Mohamed Sa'id, the fourth khedive, employed a Frenchman, Auguste Mariette, to oversee the growing national collection and gave him the title conservator of Egyptian monuments. The khedives offered antiquities as diplomatic gifts, and Mariette would secure thousands of artefacts for the Louvre. After the British invasion in 1882, foreign excavators officially received a share of the objects they discovered. The British Museum now holds more than a hundred thousand Egyptian antiquities. There are around 80,000 in the Agyptisches Museum in Berlin and the Louvre, and 57,000 in Turin.
The Egyptian Museum opened in downtown Cairo in 1902. It was built by a French architect, Marcel Dourgnon, who rejected allusions to ancient Egypt in favour of neoclassical arcades, pilasters and domes; Latin inscriptions commemorate ancient kings and the foreign founders of Egyptology. Until their demolition in 1947, the British army barracks of Qasr el-Nil cast a late afternoon shadow across the museum. Between 1858 and 1941, the directors of the museum were all French or British. The revolution of 1952 did not erase all European and American influence from Egypt's public curation of its past. Museum displays hardly changed and major projects still depended on funding from foreign collaborators. Excavations continued, for the most part, to be organised by foreign institutions, particularly the Cairo-based scholarly institutes set up by the French, German and American governments. President Nasser's triumphant delivery of the Aswan High Dam prompted not only an international flurry of salvage excavation and documentation, but the presentation of entire temples to the cities of New York, Madrid, Turin and Leiden.
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Over the past few decades, however, Egyptian museums have pivoted away from Europe and America. The National Museum of Egyptian Civilisation, which opened in 2021, rejected the traditional division of artefacts into pharaonic, Coptic, Greco-Roman and Islamic eras (a framework associated with European academic disciplines). The Grand Egyptian Museum, announced at the height of Hosni Mubarak's rule and styled 'the largest museum in the world dedicated to the people, history and culture of Ancient Egypt', opened in November last year with a lavish ceremony broadcast round the world. It is estimated to have cost more than $1 billion ($300 million of which was a loan from Japan) and sprawls over an area the size of seventy football pitches. The financial crash of 2008, the Arab Spring and Covid meant that its construction took almost twenty years. Much has changed in that time. The last decade of construction took place under the military regime of Abdel Fattah el-Sisi, who installed one of his generals as its head - the first non-Egyptologist to direct a major Egyptian museum.
To get to the Grand Egyptian Museum, you must arrive by car or bus via the new roads that connect the edge of the Giza plateau to the gated communities and shopping centres that have sprung up in the desert. The physical separation of the museum from Cairo is a little like that of the Getty Museum from Los Angeles, but here it is not merely a matter of space or vistas. The regime is keen to keep international visitors away from sites of popular resistance and the struggle of daily life; a nearby military airfield has been turned into a tourist entry point and renamed Sphinx International Airport. The museum building, designed by the Irish-Japanese firm Heneghan Peng, is understated, slung low in the landscape next to the pyramids. Its steel-framed sloping facades are made up of triangular panels of translucent alabaster and expanses of glass. There is none of the inflated, ill-proportioned pharaonism that can be seen in buildings recently commissioned in Cairo, such as the shiny Bashtil train station. The most impressive areas, the conservation centre and science laboratories, are hidden underground. A consortium led by Hassan Allam Holding, one of the favoured corporate partners of the Egyptian military state, manages the whole facility.
Visitors enter into a vast atrium. A statue of Ramses II, eleven metres tall and 75 tonnes, is dwarfed by the massive space and its many attractions, which include a number of chain restaurants (Starbucks as well as Zooba, which sells gentrified Egyptian street food). The statue was moved here from the plaza outside the old downtown train station, where it had been erected in 1955 as a symbol of Nasser's Egypt. Through the ticket barriers, a staircase leads up to a large window framing the Great Pyramid. The sculptures that adorn the staircase - statues, obelisks, shrines, sarcophagi and gateways - are not arranged in chronological order, as originally envisaged, but in four thematic clusters: royal images, divine houses, gods and kings, and the journey to eternity.
The historical sweep of the museum is vast - more than thirty centuries - and many of the artefacts are huge. I was drawn to the smaller things: colourful materials and unusual textures that offered a respite from all the stone. One of the first rooms, on the earliest era of Egyptian history, includes a group of objects ritually buried at Tell Farkha in the Nile Delta around 3200 bce and only discovered in 2006. Alongside dozens of animal figurines fashioned from hippopotamus ivory are two standing wooden figures with lapis lazuli eyes, coated in hammered gold. They are among the earliest Egyptian renditions of the full human figure. Paintings from tombs at Dahshur near Cairo, applied directly to mud plaster around 2200 bce, show boats ferrying possessions down the Nile; in another scene, a hand is poised to pick some cooked duck from an offering table. The Tod temple treasure, discovered in 1936, comprises dozens of silver vessels, chains and ingots alongside jewellery and precious stones. The treasure was packed into four copper boxes and buried under a temple floor around 1900 bce. These objects position Egypt within a trade network that included Anatolian silver mines, Minoan artefacts and lapis lazuli from Afghanistan. At present, however, the gallery texts offer little guidance about the makers, their working methods or where the materials came from.
Archaeology and philology dominate Egyptology, both in Egypt and beyond, and art historical readings of ancient Egypt are still rare. More frustrating is the narrowness of the story offered by the museum, which focuses on Egypt's singularity. There are many characters - gods in anthropomorphic or hybrid form, kings and their courtiers - yet the narrative is strangely devoid of human thought or experience. The grand eras that structure the layout (Old, Middle and New Kingdoms) were defined by European scholars of the 19th century and don't reflect the way ancient Egyptians documented their own history or the way modern archaeologists approach it. 'Intermediate' periods of foreign incursion or internal atomisation are glossed over, perhaps because the distinctive regional styles that emerged are antithetical to the government's message of national unity. A low-ceilinged coda of three galleries brings together the final fifteen hundred years. Libyan, Nubian, Persian, Greek and Roman rulers occupied Egypt for much of that time, but this goes largely unmentioned in favour of anodyne statements about a 'multicultural Egypt' of different languages and clothing.
There is nothing new, of course, in using museums to shape national identity. The Louvre epitomises the transfer of culture from royalty to the Republic; the British Museum collections reflect the reach and exploitation of the British Empire; large museum projects have been recently commissioned by Saudi Arabia, the UAE and Qatar as part of a drive among the Gulf states to diversify their economies and improve their image abroad. But the Acropolis Museum in Athens may be the most useful comparison here. Like the Grand Egyptian Museum, it is designed to overlook an important archaeological site and to focus minds on Greece's struggle to reclaim its antiquities. Ottoman rule in Athens and beyond isn't mentioned.
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The pyramids provide the Egyptian state with a monumental symbol of national power (in contrast to the Beaux-Arts neighbourhood surrounding the old museum) yet the displays have little to say about Giza. Most of the star objects found at the site, such as the schist triads of Menkaure or the statue of an enthroned Khafre protected by the Horus falcon, remain in central Cairo. The funerary furnishings of Queen Hetepheres, mother of Khufu, the king buried in the Great Pyramid, are the only part of the display focused on Giza itself. In the Egyptian Museum they were shown in a low, cramped space; Hetepheres' ceremonial canopy, gilded bed and throne make much more of an impression here.
The museum also has little to say about the people who discovered these objects and other 20th-century finds, even though new discoveries are celebrated in press releases as the work of Egyptian teams. One senior Egyptian archaeologist complained to me that 'we are being colonised by our own government,' as the regime moved an obelisk and sphinxes hundreds of kilometres to Tahrir Square, precluding any commemoration of its role in the Arab Spring. The rush to display recently discovered and rapidly excavated coffins in media tents at desert-edge cemeteries often sideline the Egyptian archaeologists working on the excavations.
It's understandable that displays at the Grand Egyptian Museum do not celebrate Mariette, W.M. Flinders Petrie or George Reisner, all of whom directed excavations that yielded thousands of objects that fill museums in Cairo and across the world, but in avoiding this history the museum also misses an opportunity to emphasise the role played by Egyptians. The expertise hidden behind the phrase 'excavation labour' is an important focus of research in Egypt at present. Specialists from the southern town of Quft are now recognised for the drawings, notebooks and maps produced across 130 years of excavation, though their contributions are omitted from almost all European and American scholarship. They, along with thousands of locally hired labourers, unearthed the objects that make this museum possible. The absence of critical or fresh perspectives on Egyptology and its history, or any of the decolonial approaches that are debated by archaeologists and Egyptologists today, in turn subverts claims for restitution. The Grand Egyptian Museum already has its perfect account: what would other objects add to the narrative?
Ancient Egyptian objects have long provided inspiration for a modern Egyptian cultural identity, a 'pharaonism' distinct from the 'Egyptomania' celebrated in Britain and France. In the 1920s, architects and sculptors turned to materials such as the pink granite of Aswan to create works that evoked a modernity rooted in a distinctively Egyptian past. Mahmoud Mokhtar's granite sculpture Nahdat Misr ('Egypt Awakens') from 1928 pairs a monumental sphinx with a peasant woman lifting her veil to look to the future. After decades of presenting Egypt's past for the international tourist market ('Welcome to our seventh millennium,' was an enduring Tourism Authority strapline), el-Sisi has reimagined pharaonic culture to convey Egyptian prowess to domestic audiences too. Since it opened, up to eighteen thousand visitors a day have thronged the museum. Most of these are Egyptians, but at 200 Egyptian pounds (around PS3), the ticket price is prohibitive for much of the country's population.
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Zip it
Hal Foster

5220 words[image: ] Barnett Newman with 'Jericho', late 1960s.




Barnett Newman  was an 'eminence' in the postwar art world, Amy Newman (no relation) writes in her exhaustive biography; at the time of his death in 1970 no one in his cohort was more revered. Yet today he is largely forgotten, which is one indication of how much the terms of art have changed. Was he eclipsed by the many artists he influenced, and are they now eclipsed in turn?
Born in 1905 in a tenement on the Lower East Side, Barney (as friends called him) was the oldest child of Abraham and Anna Naiman, Jews from Poland who had arrived in New York five years before. Abraham was a broker of menswear, and the family of six rode the ups and downs of his business. While Abraham was committed to Zionism, Anna was invested in culture, and Barney aspired to be an artist. In 1927 he graduated from City College, that great bastion of immigrant education, but the Depression compelled him to go to work for his father. A union supporter, Abraham had some socialist sympathies; Barney inherited his antipathy for communism but added an attachment to anarchism.
A string of failures marked his twenties and thirties. His application to be an inspector of clothing factories was turned down more than once. In 1936 he started a publication called the Answer, 'a civil service magazine', but it quickly folded. Even more quixotic was his 1933 run for New York mayor as an anarchist. Announced with the broadside 'On the Need for Political Action by Men of Culture', the campaign seems like a lark, but Newman was deadly serious about his 'ticket for intellectuals' (as the press called it). Over the years his many letters to newspaper editors, government officials, school leaders and museum directors attest to his dogged belief in the artist as citizen.
Newman liked to skip class to visit the Metropolitan Museum. He met Adolph Gottlieb, a fellow future Abstract Expressionist, in the early 1920s, and attended the Art Students League from 1922. He also worked as a substitute art teacher in secondary schools, though here too he struggled (a permanent post eluded him eight times). His one success came in the form of a fellow teacher, Annalee Greenhouse, whom he married in 1936. Annalee sacrificed her intellectual ambitions to his artistic ones, supporting and managing their lives thereafter. 'I want my contribution to be the giving of a great mind to the world,' she wrote to him in 1937. They decided not to have children, but still Newman failed to launch as an artist. Though he had begun to write by the late 1930s, he didn't start to paint in earnest for another decade, and he switched his tax designation from 'writer/artist' to 'artist/writer' only in 1948. This delay had consequences, not the least of which was his obsession with priority. Newman always insisted that his innovations came first, and frequently they did.
Interest in modernist art boomed in New York in the 1930s and 1940s. The Museum of Modern Art opened in 1929, followed by the Museum of Non-Objective Painting a decade later (renamed the Guggenheim in 1952), and new galleries appeared too, the most important among them Betty Parsons and Sidney Janis, opening in 1946 and 1948 respectively. MoMA staged two landmark exhibitions in 1936, Cubism and Abstract Art and Fantastic Art, Dada, Surrealism, both curated by its director, Alfred Barr, and two years later hosted the first historical survey of the Bauhaus, arranged by its former head Walter Gropius. Already known as a polemicist, Newman took issue with all three shows. He dismissed geometric abstraction as arid diagramming (he reiterated his aversion in a review of a memorial exhibition of Mondrian in 1945, also at MoMA), and he dispatched the Bauhaus as a bevy of 'screwdriver designers'. Not wrongly, Newman pegged MoMA as a 'Cezanne museum' which privileged the lineage from Post-Impressionism to Picasso and Cubism and on to Mondrian over 'the Impressionist idea of even surface [with] no edges': Newman took the saturated colours and immersive canvases of late Monet as his model from the start. As for Surrealism, Newman couldn't abide its 'Marxist-Freudian content', but at least it pointed to a different kind of abstraction. It also helped to displace figurative art of the Depression era, which he deemed both 'isolationist' and 'philistine'.
By the early 1940s Newman found aesthetic solidarity in the fledgling Federation of Modern Painters and Sculptors, which included old friends like Gottlieb and new ones like Marcus Rothkowitz (soon to become Mark Rothko). He came to know William Baziotes and later, through Rothko, Clyfford Still, and then Jackson Pollock, Robert Motherwell and Ad Reinhardt. According to Motherwell, the group opposed art dedicated either to 'social values' or to formalist aesthetics, and they agreed that 'the function of the artist is to make actual the spiritual.' Clearly, this position was prompted by the dramatic spread of mass culture. As Amy Newman points out, in 1939 the World's Fair in New York had celebrated such novelties as television and colour photography, and that same year Clement Greenberg presented abstract painting as the heroic defender of high culture against such 'kitsch'. The imperative of autonomous art also appealed to the anarchist in Newman: 'I felt destroyed by established institutions' in the 1940s, he later recalled. It promised an agency that he lacked in real life. One sign of this lack was his relentless litigiousness: Newman sued, or threatened to sue, anyone he felt had crossed him - landlords, insurance agents, businessmen, publishers, curators and artists alike. He petitioned the government to recognise him as a conscientious objector during the Second World War with an argument that was especially tortured. 'Joining the army would deprive me of my right to kill,' he claimed, because he might be commanded to do so.
Throughout this period Newman was known as a critic, not a painter, and he produced a flurry of texts: his milieu put a premium on a 'stance', and each show, indeed every painting, was supposed to be a 'statement'. In the early 1940s he toiled on an unpublished essay, 'The Plasmic Image', which supported the work of Gottlieb and Rothko and anticipated his own (he began to draw botanical and ornithological motifs in the mid-1940s). Once more Newman ran down the geometric abstraction of Mondrian as well as the formalist criticism of Roger Fry; he saw a 'disdain for the self' in both. 'The new painter,' Newman insisted, 'is concerned with his subject matter, with his thought.' The term 'plasmic image' didn't catch on, but he had more luck with 'ideographic picture', the title of an essay published in 1947, where he again argued that 'the basis of an aesthetic act is the pure idea' and defined the ideographic image as 'a vehicle for an abstract thought-complex'. This 'pure idea' was not about pure painting; it signalled that pictorial form must arise out of the 'void' as though in a re-enactment of creation as such. As early as 1945-46, his drawings and paintings feature ideographic shapes and come with titles like Gea and Genesis - The Break.
In this respect the 'new painter' was, for Newman, like the 'primitive' artist who is 'always face to face with the mystery of life'. If the Cubists had turned to African art for inspiration, and the Surrealists to Oceanic art, the Abstract Expressionists-to-be looked to the Indigenous Americas - Pollock to Indian sand painting and Newman to a range of archaic and tribal art, from pre-Columbian societies to the tribes of the Pacific Northwest. This interest in primitivism was whetted by several shows in the 1930s and 1940s, some of which Newman reviewed. He sought in such work both an alternative to ingrained conventions of European picturing and a model for painting that confronted 'the mystery of space' or, more darkly, 'the terror of that blank area'. A double move essential to Abstract Expressionist ideology can already be glimpsed here: an Existentialist idea of terror is rendered ontological, and actual historical terror - the Second World War, the Holocaust, the atomic bomb - is sublimated in the abstract form of a new sublime.
In 'The First Man Was an Artist' (1947), Newman returned to the 'tragic state' of 'helplessness before the void', and declared human 'dignity' in this condition 'the ultimate subject matter of art'. (It was the ultimate goal of his life too: Newman suffered from a sort of indignation disorder.) New in this text is the priority given to man as artist; Adam may have fallen, but actually he 'sought the creative life'. For Newman 'the aesthetic act always precedes the social one'; 'man's first expression' was 'a poetic outcry rather than a demand for communication'. Once more an American version of the sublime is vaunted, one with an Emersonian inflection. As Newman later remarked to Greenberg, in a burst of chauvinism, 'the European is concerned with the transcendence of objects, while the American is concerned with the reality of the transcendental experience.'
In an attempt finally to put this rhetoric into practice, Newman produced Onement I. Supposedly painted on his 43rd birthday, 29 January 1948 (though it is not documented until 1952), this thin canvas, a little over two feet tall, is a single field of dark cadmium red divided by a vertical stripe of one-inch tape painted over with orange cadmium red - the first full appearance of his famous 'zip' (though the term wasn't used until the mid-1960s). Apparently, Newman wasn't clear about what he had done; he intended to remove the tape as he had previously, but instead left it. He sat with the painting for eight months before declaring it a breakthrough - and then gave it to Annalee to memorialise the event. Every one of his paintings thereafter was structured by this band, which 'activates and gives life' to the rest of the space. For Newman the 'fully held image' first achieved in Onement I was the ambition of all the important artists of his cohort because it 'deeply involves the whole being'. 'Onement I does not "mean", it confronts,' the critic Harold Rosenberg intoned, once he had been won over to Newman; it is 'an act of revelation'.
His confidence deepened, Newman produced his next text, 'The Sublime Is Now', in late 1948. Standard modern art offered some escape from the twin constraints of the Western tradition, 'the Greek ideal of beauty' and 'the reality of sensation', but mostly via the 'distortion' of German Expressionism or the 'empty world of geometric formalisms'. What was required was a new kind of painting produced 'as if painting never existed before', a painting that would convey the exaltation of its making in the moment of its viewing, a painting that would proclaim (as Newman later put it to the critic Thomas Hess) that 'Man is Present': 'Here I am, here.' That kind of heightened presence remained his aspiration for the rest of his life.
'The pictures were painted by a painter conceived' by a writer, the MoMA curator William Rubin once remarked of Newman, and, as Amy Newman notes, his cohort was 'drenched in discourse'. Maybe it had to be: the New York School (as it came to be known) was never coherent as a stylistic movement, and in the early years success remained elusive. A Pollock show at Parsons in January 1948 garnered little attention, and nothing sold from a de Kooning exhibition at Charles Egan Gallery in April. 'Isolation,' Greenberg wrote that year, was 'the natural condition of high art in America', and soon the Existentialist talk of alienation was matched by the political reality, as the House Un-American Activities Committee targeted abstract art as 'communistic'. (Of course, Abstract Expressionism was also used as an emblem of liberal-democratic freedom in several CIA-sponsored exhibitions in the 1950s.) Despite this climate Newman produced twenty paintings between August 1948 and December 1949, some great ones among them, such as the all-black Abraham (his beloved father died in June 1947). They were bigger and flatter, with less atmospheric space and less inflected colour. But when he showed a selection of paintings at Parsons in January 1950, he got mixed reviews and only one work sold (to a friend of Annalee's - Newman cleared $84.14).
Nevertheless,  Newman was on the rise, eventually to be placed on a par with Rothko, Pollock and de Kooning. Certainly he was positioned dead centre in the 'Irascibles' photograph of the group published in Life magazine on 15 January 1951. An artefact of another age, it presents one woman (Hedda Sterne) and fourteen men, with all the men in coats and ties. Newman insisted that they appear with the 'same dignity as bankers'; the edgy downtown look of the 1960s, which was foreign to him anyway, was still far away. 'It was the first time that there was a breakthrough to the public,' Reinhardt commented. Maybe, but at this moment Newman was hardly a shoo-in even with local curators, excluded as he was from a group show at MoMA that opened only a week after the Life article, and from its Fifteen Americans survey in 1952.
Even so, this was a period of truly radical work, such as The Wild (1950), which lives up to its name. Nearly eight feet tall and only an inch and a half wide, it is almost all zip, a rough red stripe edged by dark blue. Not a painting (at least as conventionally understood), it is also not a sculpture, though it was probably influenced by the elongated figures that Giacometti exhibited in 1948. Newman said these bronzes looked 'as if they were made of spit - new thing, no form, no texture, but somehow filled'. He meant it as a compliment, and the remark has a bearing on The Wild as well as on the sculptures Newman would go on to make. The first one, Here I (also 1950), was made up of two thin white verticals in wood, eight feet tall, one finished in rough plaster, the other in smooth paint, set on plaster mounds on top of a wooden milk crate.
Where The Wild stretched painting to its vertical limit, Vir Heroicus Sublimis (1951) did the same with its horizontal extent; eighteen feet across, it was the biggest painting on the scene, bigger than the sixteen-foot Number 1 that Pollock had produced a year earlier. The 'crisis of the easel picture' - the title of an essay by Greenberg from 1948 - had fully arrived. Newman wanted to make paintings, not images. Hence the size of his canvases; hence too his instructions for a show at Parsons in 1951 which included Vir Heroicus Sublimis: 'The large pictures in this exhibition are intended to be seen from a short distance.' He specified this distance as the length of an arm and a brush, that is, the distance of the painter from his canvas, with whom the viewer was thus invited to identify: 'Here I am, here.' Although Newman was mostly mum about Matisse (perhaps so that his connection to late Monet might appear more direct), the Matisse retrospective at MoMA in 1952, which contained large canvases such as The Dance I, would have supported this direction as well.
Critics didn't like the second Parsons show any more than the first: 'They find me too abstract for the Abstract Expressionists,' Newman complained, 'and too expressionist for the abstract purists.' Fair-weather friends like Still and Rothko backed away from him, but Pollock and Reinhardt stood fast, along with the sculptor Tony Smith (Pollock and Smith had helped Newman install the second show), and he had the powerful support of Greenberg. But not Rosenberg, at least not yet. In December 1952 Rosenberg published his most impactful essay, 'The American Action Painters', which framed Abstract Expressionist painting as an Existentialist event. In this account Rosenberg favoured de Kooning over Pollock, whose drip paintings he slighted as 'apocalyptic wallpaper', but he mocked Newman even more: 'In a single stroke the painter exists as a Somebody.' With Newman, as with Still and Rothko, Rosenberg scoffed, 'the cosmic "I" ... turns up to paint pictures,' in a display of 'megalomania' that issues only in 'standard brands'. Ouch.
Newman mustered only two paintings in 1953. The following year was difficult too (he was left out of the 25th anniversary show at MoMA as well as a group exhibition at the Whitney's new building), and by 1955 he hadn't exhibited in four years. Some relief came by way of Greenberg, who in 'American-Type Painting' elevated Newman above his peers. De Kooning was still a 'late Cubist', Greenberg argued, while Pollock had 'pulled back' with his recent semi-figurative work, and Still had become 'buckeye' (as in stale or prosaic - Still suspected that Newman had supplied the derogatory term). Newman showed the way forward: he had 'studied late Impressionism for himself ... Colour is to function as hue and nothing else ... The easel picture will hardly survive such an approach.' Suddenly, by the end of the year, Amy Newman writes, 'Barney had become an unavoidable eminence after barely having had a career.'
He had attracted other advocates too, such as the art historian Meyer Schapiro and the Vogue editor Alexander Liberman, and Hess and Rosenberg were soon to convert, to be followed by young critic-curators like Sam Hunter and Lawrence Alloway. Just as important, Newman finally had patrons such as Ben Heller. 'Ultimately,' Amy Newman writes, 'he entered and navigated [the art world] with more success and finesse than any of his former cohort.' Yet he still felt embattled. A bundle of contradictions, Newman could be witty and winning one moment, suspicious and scornful the next. The situation shifted in August 1956 when Pollock died while driving drunk, and in late 1957 when Newman suffered a massive heart attack (a second one would kill him on 4 July 1970). But his tendency to indignation persisted.
In May 1958 Greenberg curated a survey of Newman's work at Bennington College. 'They say that I have advanced abstract painting to its extreme,' Newman remarked with typical false modesty, 'when it is obvious to me that I have made only a new beginning.' Financial success finally arrived in 1959 with a similar show of 29 paintings at the swanky gallery French & Company (where Greenberg was a consultant). Yet by the end of the year a new threat appeared in the form of the next generation: Sixteen Americans at MoMA advanced 'Neo-Dada' artists like Robert Rauschenberg and Jasper Johns as well as the 23-year-old Frank Stella, the enfant terrible of geometric abstraction. Colour-field painters like Morris Louis, Kenneth Noland and Jules Olitski, whose work Newman had influenced but didn't encourage, were also on the rise, and Greenberg had swung much of his support to them. Newman was now recognised as the co-leader, with de Kooning, of the New York School - they represented the two poles of Abstract Expressionism - but in the quickened pace of the art world they also seemed prematurely historical: 'It's like we were all dead,' Newman later said.
When MoMA presented a Monet show in 1960, Newman was struck by his use of series as in Haystacks and Rouen Cathedral. He began to conceive a project of his own in this format, the Stations of the Cross, which would figure prominently in his retrospective at the Guggenheim in 1966. Eventually Stations consisted of fourteen large paintings, each black and white on unprimed canvas, all of which focus on one moment in the story, Christ's utterance 'Why did you forsake me?' 'This is the Passion,' Newman explained. 'This outcry of Jesus. Not the terrible walk up the Via Dolorosa, but the question that has no answer.' Perhaps he saw it as an ultimate instance of the tragic sublime. It was a controversial subject for a Jew to take on, and it was bold to sign the canvases at bottom right. Apparently Newman, always the wounded one, identified with this state of forsakenness. Otherwise his biblical references were to the Old Testament, as in the triangular painting Jericho (1968-69), whose title alludes to the moment when Joshua is told by God: 'The place on which you stand is holy.' Appropriately, as the epigraph to her biography, Amy Newman cites Isaiah 6:8. 'Then I heard the voice of my Lord saying, "Whom shall I send? Who will go for us?" And I said, "Here am I; send me."' Newman always felt he had a vocation; in the end he had recognition as well. His Guggenheim retrospective impressed young artists across the board - colour-field painters, Minimalists and some Pop practitioners too. In 1969, when the Met staged its survey New York Painting and Sculpture 1940-70, Newman was given a huge gallery for thirteen works from 1946 to 1969, more than anyone else in his generation.
Amy Newman's  biography, many years in the making, teaches us a great deal about the art world of the time. Along with a discursive intensity that one can't help but envy today, there was a lot of bad behaviour. This group of men was often rancorous, vain and tiresome, given to self-aggrandisement and backstabbing. Newman was adept at conflict (he went so far as to sue his great friend Reinhardt over one of his satirical comics), but Still wins top prize. Here is Newman on Rothko in 1955: 'Why should I look at his death image?' And here is Still on Newman in 1951: 'He is a childless father whose need is so great that he has almost become his own child. To compensate he would be all things.' Many disputes in this milieu stemmed from claims of priority. Although Newman was driven to make up for his late start, his foundational idea about art - that 'artists are the first men,' that each painting re-enacts the creation of the world - is an absolute claim on firstness. It is also as American as apple pie or Emerson; as Hess caustically remarked in 1951, 'the American myth of sacrosanct originality ... has made the possibility of derivation more unmentionable than that of venereal disease.' When Newman fell out with Still, Rothko, Reinhardt and Motherwell, it was usually over questions of precedence: who did the first monochrome? The first black painting? Whose pictorial ground was the first to be 'incident-free'? Who invented 'the open space concept'? Newman claimed them all.
To be fair, priority is also important to anarchism, to its faith in first principles, and for Newman this had egalitarian implications as well: anarchism meant that 'anybody is able to make anything, particularly a work of art, spontaneously or directly - a primo.' There seems to be a historical rapport between anarchism and abstraction; Seurat and Pissarro, arguably the most abstract painters of their time, were anarchists, and so was Mondrian, the most committed abstractionist of all, except perhaps for Newman. Anarchism supports the aesthetic autonomy that all these artists swore by as well as the non-hierarchical mode of composition that each devised. Mondrian strove to give equal weight to each element in his paintings while maintaining a unified whole, and so, in his way, did Newman; perhaps he insisted on their differences because they were close in this and other respects. In a sense theirs are 'leaderless' (an-arkhos) canvases that appear to be self-organised. A destructive impulse is also at work in anarchism, as it is in their abstraction; both Mondrian and Newman aimed to undo basic oppositions like figure and ground or colour and line. As Hess saw it, Newman sought an 'extreme of painting which sacrifices painting'. Newman extended this claim in grandly anarchistic terms: properly understood, his paintings 'would destroy state capitalism and state socialism'.
Of course, one can argue that his politics were more liberal (or libertarian) than anarchist and note that he sought validation from the very institutions, such as MoMA and the Met, that he attacked. A similar ambivalence (we could also call it hypocrisy) informed his relation to art criticism and art history. Newman railed against the machinations of art critics despite being expert at them. There is 'no such thing as art "history"', he claimed, even as he wanted nothing more than to be inscribed in it. Although his most famous bon mot is 'aesthetics is for the artist as ornithology is for the birds,' this amateur ornithologist was an aesthetician first to last. Again, a bundle of contradictions.
Then there is his rhetoric of the sublime. It proved seductive to artists as an exalted alternative to the Existentialist commonplace of alienation. It influenced art historians as well: in 'The Abstract Sublime' (1961), Robert Rosenblum traced a non-French lineage of modern art from Turner and Friedrich to Still, Rothko, Pollock and Newman. Yet the sublime comes with problems of its own. In Kant it is essentially a two-step event: we might be overwhelmed by a great thunderstorm, but then we regroup and absorb the awe; initially shattered, the ego is ultimately affirmed (in the end the sublime is sublimated). Did Newman devise his immersive colour fields to operate in a similar way? My favourite of his paintings, a dark blue expanse zipped with a white stripe from 1951, is titled Cathedra, which refers to the seat in a church reserved for a bishop; its original title was simply Throne. And once you get over your initial wonder at this vast canvas, you do feel empowered by it. In an essay from 1994 titled 'In Defence of Abstract Expressionism', a defence that is also a critique, T.J. Clark acknowledges the allure of this subjecthood but notes that it is petit bourgeois in aspiration, that Abstract Expressionism offers us an image of liberal individualism that advanced capitalism has already undone, 'a last gasp of oxygen as the plane goes down'.
The rhetoric of the sublime didn't age well. In 1972 Leo Steinberg argued that the sleek design of colour-field paintings was not unlike that of new cars from Detroit, and in 1978 Robert Hughes dispatched the Rothko retrospective with this nasty line: 'Sublime, sublime, sublime: the reflexes go clickety-clack, all the way down the Guggenheim ramp.' How could this talk of the sublime survive the irony encouraged by Pop, let alone the deconstruction taught by poststructuralist theory and postmodernist art? (Newman was a full-on logocentrist: painting was 'a living voice' for him.) 'The absolute images of Rothko, Newman, Gottlieb, Still, Reinhardt can co-exist in a picture collection but not in the minds of their originators,' Rosenberg once remarked. 'Each is the proprietor of a sacred enigma, whose authority must exceed that of all others.' Armed with Benjamin, Derrida and Luce Irigaray, feminist artists and theorists of my generation mocked this mystified talk of male genius, originality and singularity. I wonder, though, whether this critique isn't now the official view (in the art world if not the culture at large) and whether we might look at Newman with fresh eyes. If so, this biography will be a great help.
This is not to say that he had no legacy; on the contrary. In 1958 Allan Kaprow, who gave us 'happenings', published an essay titled 'The Legacy of Jackson Pollock', which Kaprow located in performance as much as in painting, anticipating the impact of the drip canvases on body and process art of the 1960s. Newman had much to offer too, both within painting and without. 'The paintings are a saddle-point between art predicated on expression and art as an object,' Alloway wrote in 1966, and Newman was indeed the favourite artist of his generation among Minimalists like Frank Stella, Donald Judd, Dan Flavin and Richard Serra. Yet the connections are ambiguous, and Newman seemed ambivalent about his influence. 'My search is for a picture that is simple and self-evident,' he remarked of his first show in 1950. 'What is there is there.' Far from transcendental, this approach is almost positivist, close to Stella's dictum from 1964: 'What you see is what you see.' Stella was referring to his 'literalist' paintings of the late 1950s and early 1960s, as though they were to be taken, first and last, as matter-of-fact things. But Newman also attested to an opposite aim in 1963: 'I want my painting to separate itself from all and every object that exists in the world.' Perhaps influenced by Stella in turn, Newman experimented with triangular paintings in the late 1960s, but was worried that a shaped canvas might be dismissed as 'a graphic design or an ornamental image'.
Newman did pass one protocol on to Minimalists like Judd and Serra: a suspicion of the a priori, a caution not to overthink the work with prior drawings. (This is another charge Newman made against Mondrian, whose compositions are actually more intuitive than Newman allowed. It is also a bright line between Minimalism and Conceptualism, which is very precalculated - as Sol LeWitt put it, 'the idea becomes the machine that makes the work.') Yet the continuities with the next generation also came with important shifts in emphasis, especially regarding notions of presence and space. Between 1950 and 1966 Newman made multiple versions of three sculptures titled Here I, II and III, each of which consists of three zips in steel set on a trapezoidal base. They insist on absolute presence, but that presence is bedevilled by repetition (the same can be said of his four Broken Obelisks). Like the Pollock drip, the Newman zip was a statement of 'hereness' which, repeated many times, undercut its own declaration; these autographic signs became trademarks, which both artists hated. Conversely, the Minimalists, like the Pop artists, made repetition work for them, as Carl Andre did emphatically with his rows of bricks and grids of metal plates. For Newman presence was metaphysical, transcendental, while for Andre (for whom the term was just as important) it was physical, immanent: one is made aware of the material conditions and spatial parameters of the artwork rather than transported above them. To put it grandly, the Minimalists did to Newman what Marx did to Hegel; they turned his idealism upside down, made it materialist.
This shift had implications for the space of art as well. 'Instead of making shapes or setting off spaces, my drawing declares the space,' Newman said in 1962, when Minimalism was coming into its own. 'Instead of working with the remnants of space, I work with the whole space.' Judd, Flavin and Serra all took up this mantra - 'I declare space' - but, though they began as painters, they made that declaration outside the frame of painting, in actual objects set in our space. Newman did not; even his sculptures aim to elevate us above the everyday surround. Of course, Newman was followed by other great abstract painters such as Robert Ryman, yet Ryman's achievement was precisely to reconcile abstract painting a la Newman with Minimalist imperatives of materiality and space. Newman took abstract painting as far as it could go in his terms.
Obviously, abstract art is still being made; it is one option among many others. But that is precisely the difference: for Newman and frenemies it was everything - the origin and end, the alpha and omega, of art. Today not only is Abstract Expressionism 'a thing of the past', but abstraction appears as a historical interlude more than a world-historical necessity. That said, Newman, brilliant talker and writer that he was, should have the last word: 'The freedom of space, the emotion of human scale, the sanctity of place, are what is moving - not size (I wish to overcome size), not colours (I wish to create colour), not area (I wish to declare space), not absolutes (I wish to feel and to know at all risk).'
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Holding the Skin Girdle
Ange Mlinko

2335 wordsThe Danish writer  Olga Ravn has recently published two short novels, one set in the future and one in the past. Both concern insular societies whose members turn on one another with fatal consequences. The Employees takes place on the Six-Thousand Ship, floating through interstellar space with a crew of humans and humanoids working together on an unclarified mission for an unspecified but interminable length of time. The Wax Child is based on historical witch trials and executions in North Jutland between 1596 and 1621. The two novels are studies in language: the depersonalised jargon of social science and the incantatory vernacular of a medieval burg. One is anti-lyric and the other ultra-lyrical. (A bow to the English translator of both books, Martin Aitken, for his masterful pivot.)
The Employees is structured as a series of 'statements' - is this an investigation, an evaluation, an incident report? - collected by the 'committee' that interviewed the crew of the Six-Thousand Ship during a period leading up to a mutiny. The statements are numbered from 004 to 179, with random gaps in the sequence. Cadets are numbered, not named, and only by indirection can we gather who might be speaking: a human or a humanoid, male or female, old or young.
There's the cant: 'local workflows', 'impacts', 'reduction or enhancement of performance', 'task-related understanding', 'acquisition of new knowledge and skills', 'assess', 'allocate', 'production'. There's the passive voice ('The following statements were collected over a period of eighteen months') and the nebulous first person plural, the judicial 'moreover' and 'thereby'. This frames the narrative. The statements in the voices of the employees usually sound like human beings; that is, unlike the automatons produced by legal training and speech codes. And yet, there are humanoids among them, and it's not easy to tell them apart. 'I don't like to go in there.' 'When did the dreams begin?' 'It's easy talking to you.' 'Why should I work with someone I don't like?'
At first it seems that The Employees is an allegory about professionalisation: the collapse of our most intimate selves into our work identities and the objectification that results. 'My human co-worker sometimes talks about not wanting to work, and then he'll say something quite odd and rather silly. What is it he says, now? There's more to a person than the work they do, or a person is more than just their work? Something like that. But what else could a person be?' 'I'm starting to feel disloyal towards the organisation and it pains me because there's no place for me other than inside the organisation.' Then again, though the humanoids were made for work they say things like this: 'I've been told there are problems with my emotional reaction pattern.' 'You can't cry, you're not programmed to cry, it must be an error in the update.' 'I know I'm living,' one insists, exhibiting a poetic defiance that echoes Caliban:
I live, the way numbers live, and the stars; the way tanned hide ripped from the belly of an animal lives, and nylon rope; the way any object lives, in communion with others. I'm like one of those objects. You made me, you gave me language, and now I see your failings and deficiencies. I see your inadequate plans.

There are subtle arguments for and against 'those who were born and those who were made'. But Ravn makes it clear from the start that no argument is equal to our sheer emotional susceptibility to made things: we are anthropomorphising all the time, instinctively. The nineteen 'objects' that the crew has amassed from its visit to the planet New Discovery are minimally described and unnamed. They resemble avant-garde installations or the sort of non-figurative artworks that adorn corporate lobbies. (Ravn has said the objects were inspired by the sculptures of the Danish artist Lea Guldditte Hestelund.) The works cause emotional disturbances, good and bad. 'They've got a language that breaks me down when I go in. The language is that they're many, that they're not one, that one of them is the reiteration of all of them.' 'I know you say I'm not a prisoner here, but the objects have told me otherwise.' 'It's hard for me to understand that the objects in the rooms haven't got feelings, even though you've told me this is the case.' Humans cherish the objects. They even fall in love with humanoids. They can also be placated with holograms of the children they've lost on Earth.
That doesn't negate the reality of human emotions. 'I still don't understand how I can live here without a sky,' one says. Another recalls:
The first smell that disappeared was the smell of outside, of the weather, you could say. Of fresh air. Now that I've acquired some small knowledge of it, I can say: the smell of gravity. The last smell that disappeared was the smell of vanilla. That, and the fragrance of my child when I would bend over the pram to pick him up.

The humans are 'drawn by each other's unhappiness, it pulls us down towards each other ... Remember when it rained at the beach ... Remember bananas with cream topping? Remember being at the hospital? Remember fresh strawberries? And concerts?' A humanoid reports: 'When we talk she nearly always tells me she misses Earth. She's not proud of the fact, because she does want to be a good employee, I assure you.' Work becomes a way of displacing excess emotion: 'But now after a while I can say it's eased things and that the child hologram has now without a doubt helped stabilise me as an employee here, and I can see that it's been beneficial to my work effort.' Ravn makes us see ourselves as not only emotionally susceptible, but labile. It seems we can project our fantasies onto anything, adjust our expectations to anything. Feelings change, but the one thing that doesn't change is that we are driven by our feelings.
This underlying flaw in our programming also propels the plot of The Wax Child. Like a humanoid, our narrator was made, not born. It's a doll moulded from beeswax by Christenze Kruckow, whom the doll refers to not as its mother but its 'mistress'. (Kruckow is based on the Danish noblewoman of the same name, who was executed for witchcraft in 1621.) Because it is neither living nor dead, the doll is an abandoned oracle speaking from under the soil where time has deposited it, retelling the events of centuries ago, beginning with a birth, a birth that is immediately a death.
That's how it went sometimes: Anne Bille, the wife of a nobleman who runs the estate of Nakkebolle, gives birth to fifteen infants in the space of twelve years, and all of them die. The unmarried Christenze, one of her ladies-in-waiting, is accused of cursing Anne's marriage bed. As a noblewoman herself, though of a lower order, Christenze is defended from the charge (the servant girl who implicates her, Ousse, is tortured and killed). She flees with the wax child to Aalborg where she starts her life over with a female companion, Maren. Eventually rumours catch up with her there, and one by one her friends are tried and burned at the stake. Christenze dies last, by the more merciful sword, thanks to her rank.
From the start, magical thinking dominates. There is no real distinction between a 'witch' like Christenze, who sticks fingernail parings into the feet of the wax doll to cast spells, and the midwife who brings the 'skin girdle' to a birth: 'It would be said then that she who received the pain of the travailing woman held the skin girdle. And the women of the household took turns to hold the skin girdle on Anne Bille's behalf.' The men are in on it too. When Anne's husband scoffs at her screams, the women give him the skin girdle to hold, and then laugh at him when he shrieks and collapses. A strange sympathy runs through the community, and the Wax Child is the apotheosis of it: 'And I was in the king's ear, and I was in the king's mouth, and I was in the king's loose tooth and in the quicksilver of his liver, and did hear. A scratching of the pen across the paper as he wrote a royal letter to his deputy.'
Orality is the main conduit of this sympathy, and the Wax Child's poetic devices - anaphora, visionary lyricism, circularity - are a mystery even to the doll itself: 'My wax mouth cannot be opened. And yet I speak. How is it possible?' 'No one listens to a thing I say. Although I speak all the time.' 'The humans are mouths which are opened far too often and run dry too quickly. Hundreds of years I have lain here and heard you chatter; you humans like so much talk, from the moment you are born until you die you are engaged in babble.'
This babble, of course, causes infinite trouble. Ravn interpolates spells translated from medieval grimoires that treat language itself as a magical act:
If you want a wife to disclose to her man everything in sleep, write then the wife's name on a scrap of fresh linen and place this together with the liver of a cockerel underneath her pillow without her knowing ...
To win a trial, say these words as you tie a knot: I shall tie a knot so firm. I shall tie his tooth and tongue, his hand and foot and innermost heart ... Yes, his speech and language too, and quite as firm as the Devil stands in Hell. My words shall grow like grass in rain ... I sow my words here on the meadow green ...
If you want not to feel anything during torture, write down these lines on a scrap of paper and then swallow it ...
One says, Now by my words the pain will shrink. Now by my nine words the pain will shrink as my words do likewise. From nine to eight, from eight to seven, from seven to six, from six to five ...

One may also be accused of having 'written upon confessional wafers and given them to sick people to eat'. And when sorcery is in the air, even cats and swine speak.
The source of words is feelings. Ravn immerses us in a world in which empirical reasoning and physical evidence have no purchase. As much as one might enjoy, squirmingly, reading about these Jutlanders' way of life - the skin girdle of the birthing room, the intricacies of spinning flax or cleaning and gutting herring, the ubiquity of missing teeth and eyes or fleas - one feels the horror of a lack of recourse when other people's phantasms are taken for fact. 'I've heard she can steal folk's good fortune.' 'The woman is more easily tempted by Satan, for she is weaker than the man in both body and soul.' The charges against the women aren't merely absurd, they arise from a semiotic system we can barely comprehend:
Do you believe a sick person can be healed by crawling through the roots of a full-grown willow?
I don't know.
Do you believe a bottle of wine that has been buried in the ground to be a more effective medicine than other wine?
I really could not say.
Do you believe a person may be cured of a sickness by eating paper cuttings on a slice of bread?
I have no idea.

Is this poetry - a derangement of the senses? If so, the novel is an argument against it, showing us a world in which almost nobody has agency, where prayers and maledictions are futile stabs at asserting one's will.
It's this primitive poetry that gives The Wax Child its claustrophobia, intensified by drone-like repetitions. But the claustrophobia is an index of something else too: the very intimacy of these adversaries, accuser and accused, isolated on a cold and dank peninsula. One of the main accusers, the pastor Klyne, visits the women in prison to offer spiritual consolation; he and his wife, Elisabeth, Christenze's former friend, accompany her in the carriage from Aalborg to the prison at Copenhagen Castle. As the close-knit women say, 'We are all of us afraid of not meeting in Paradise.'
Likewise with the paranoia on the Six-Thousand Ship. As tensions rise between humans and humanoids, the humanoids start sitting by themselves at mealtimes. The humans ask: 'Do you think they talk behind our backs?' 'My feeling is you're keeping information from us ... the negotiations have completely broken down.' A hitherto harmonious work environment inexplicably sours: there's something of formulaic television satire in the premise - until someone gets murdered, and the ship is terminated by the mysterious 'committee'. 'I'll be happy to oversee implementation of a remote shutdown programme and facilitate re-uploading of those members of the crew who will benefit most significantly from a minor memory loss.' This is the language of the concentration camp commandant, from which there is no escape, any more than Christenze could escape the edict of the king of Denmark. Some words really do have more power.
In the end, we're left with the mystery of sympathy: between friends, between enemies, between life and non-life, between objects. Some of Ravn's surviving humanoids walk out of the ship onto a planet to lie down on earth, grass and flowers, in solidarity with the humans who have been irradiated. And her Wax Child intones: 'How do I know this? The dead fly in the windowsill told me, the grass-pollen as it puffed into the air told me, a brass candlestick told me, a speck of grit. Everything remembers and speaks to those who will listen.'
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On Baya
Susannah Clapp

1035 words[image: ] 'Woman and Vegetation' (1945)




Andre  Breton gave one of the best descriptions: 'the rocket I'll call Baya'. He also gave some of the worst: 'a being as frail as she is talented', 'the child that is Baya'. Excitement vibrates around the subject of Alice Kaplan's biography Seeing Baya (Chicago, PS21). The artistic gift of Fatima Haddad - who chose to be known as Baya - was quickly celebrated. But celebration was entwined with and shadowed by bewildered awe. The painter was a girl. She was young. She was brown. She was Muslim. She was from Kabylia in Northern Algeria. Her work came to prominence in France soon after violence in Setif and Guelma, as Algeria was stirring to independence.
From a European perspective, this is a story of explosive celebrity and subsequent disappearance. Baya's gouaches and sculptures were exhibited in Paris when she was sixteen. She modelled in clay alongside Picasso at the Vallauris pottery studios: they ate couscous together; he called her 'la Berbere'. In North Africa she has been a constant presence. In 1969, her work appeared on Algerian postage stamps. At the Vieille Charite, the former alms-house in Marseille where her work was exhibited in 2023 with a sumptuous catalogue, the Algerian attendant took her importance for granted: he had grown up with her paintings. That exhibition was also seen in Paris. Yet there has never been a major UK exhibition dedicated to her work. We have been missing a glory.
She was born in 1931. Orphaned at the age of nine, she was gathered up by her grandmother, who took her to work on a flower farm. It is as well that Kaplan has a firm hand with sentimental interpretation. The harshness of the early life - 'cold, hunger, lice' and beatings - and the fragrance of the farm, which specialised in bird of paradise flowers, are susceptible to fairy-tale treatment, as is the sudden intervention from a powerful well-wisher. Marguerite Caminat, the sister of the farm's owner and a friend to artists, asked if she could employ Baya as a maid in Algiers: 'She was given to me,' she said. When not mopping the floor, Baya was leaving clay figurines to harden overnight in the fireplace. Caminat took the figurines to the local baker's oven and brought home paints for her protege. The girl started to produce astounding pictures in which turquoise, purple, ochre and emerald become new absolutes. Women - and hardly any men - appear to glide, bodies flattened, arms bent as if studying to be pottery limbs. Eyes are the shape of dolphins or seed pods; a baby is curled like a scorpion; a mother and daughter, caught in each other's stare, are separated by a boulder. Baya did not give her pictures titles, but they have been labelled: Caged Bird Surrounded by Two Women, Woman with Palm Tree, Woman Standing and Woman Lying Down.
She was scooped up again when the gallerist Aime Maeght was tipped off about her work and, almost immediately, arranged for her terracotta figurines and paintings to be shipped to Paris and shown. Baya went too, got up in newly made 'authentic' garments: velvet karakou top, gold and red striped sarouel. She talked and sang on the radio, was flash-bulbed and praised by Camus for producing 'a kind of miracle', became a repository of hope for those wishing Algerian-French relations could be soothed, was pronounced 'the granddaughter of a witch' and a girl who 'has never learned anything'. A year later, Edmonde Charles-Roux profiled her in Vogue.
At 21, Baya was removed from Caminat's household. She came under the tutelage of a traditional professor of Arabic who had it in mind to arrange her marriage to one of the sons of Mahfoud Mahieddine, a distinguished musician. When Mahieddine saw Baya, he fell for her himself. They married in 1953. He was 52, with eight children and a resident first wife. Baya and he went on to have six children together. For eight years - from 1954 to 1962 - she didn't paint. She might have been thought to have enough on her plate. Kaplan leaves the question open, quoting a gnomic remark of Baya's that there was not enough green paint. These were the years of the revolution; green was the colour of the Algerian flag. In a remark not quoted here, Baya says she consulted her husband before she went back to her easel and that he agreed. She continued painting until her death in 1998. To the birds and fish and flowers and fruit a range of stringed musical instruments was added; black lines loop across the space like calligraphy. The pictures were not much exhibited outside Algeria; the first large show in the US was in 2018.
This is the first biography. It is vital to have the pictures and a pity only that some are split across a spread: it looks more like accident than wit that a photograph intended to show a united family divides the members in two, giving new meaning to the chapter's title, 'Separation'. Vital, too, in the absence of much recorded speech from the subject herself, to have a scrupulous sifting of superfluous description. Kaplan has fought her way through thickets of woebegone sentimentality (Baya has been wrongly described as illiterate), pallid and slanted eulogy ('colourful', 'engaging', 'intriguing') and academic explanation: 'a mash-up of Kabyle, Arab, Islamic and French cultural heritage', 'emblematic of urgent global conversations about identities in transformation'.
Kaplan's own touch is more intimate and surprising. She is illuminating about the traces in Baya's paintings of the rich palette, circles, stripes and checks found in the traditional pitchers and dresses of Kabylia. And she is brilliant on the importance of the skirt. Baya said she started to paint by tracing and colouring in the pictures of dresses in Modes et travaux and Marie-Claire. Kaplan points to the way in which wide skirts, teeming with fish and flowers, so often 'anchor' the paintings. Such skirts, painted at the time when Dior was launching his 1947 collection, when Baya was in Paris, are not reflections of the clothes she herself wore: they imagine another way of moving through the world. Another of Baya's gifts: a new look at the New Look.
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Gallop, Gallop
Anna Della Subin

5091 wordsIn  711 ce, the last king of the Visigoths, Roderic or Rodrigo, was defeated by Umayyad conquerors, an event that marked the loss of Andalusia to Muslim rule. According to legend, Rodrigo had defiled the daughter of a certain Count Julian, who in revenge invited the Umayyads to invade Spain. Four hundred years later, the Andalusi Muslim historian Ibn Bassam recorded a prophecy that had been circulating widely:
A man once told me he heard it said ... that once upon a time this Peninsula was conquered and taken away from a ruler named Rodrigo, and that another Rodrigo was one day destined to take it back - a prophecy that has filled all hearts with terror, and made men feel that what they feared and dreaded most would soon come to pass!

This second Rodrigo was Rodrigo Diaz de Vivar, better known as El Cid.
'A myth is in a sense invulnerable,' Ernst Cassirer wrote, and in the contest with history the myth of El Cid has always come out on top. If you picture him now, you might be visualising Charlton Heston in Anthony Mann's epic of 1961, filmed in Franco's Spain. For the climactic final scene, Mann restaged the most memorable story of the Castilian warlord, who conquered the Muslim city-state of Valencia and ruled over it for five years until his death in 1099. Just as El Cid lay dying, the Almoravids were amassing outside the gates to liberate the city. If the enemy knew he was dead, Valencia would fall. At dawn, Rodrigo's corpse was propped upright in his saddle. His horse, Babieca, took his place at the army's helm. El Cid rode out into battle, eyes blank, as the Almoravids fled in fright into the sea. In an interview, Mann recalled that God himself provided the lighting for the cameras, the sun beaming down onto Heston's armour at precisely the right moment. 'We let him ride out, and by God that was how he shone and there was no spotlight or anything,' Mann said. 'It was so white it was electrifying.' The Cid was death itself, waging war.
The story, first written down in the 13th century, appears to have originated at the monastery of San Pedro de Cardena, which received Rodrigo's cadaver. In the days leading up to his death, the monks related, El Cid tried to embalm himself by drinking only balsam and myrrh. After his posthumous victory, Babieca carried his body on the long journey to Cardena. With his sword Tizon in his left hand, the well-preserved Cid was placed on an ivory stool by the altar, where, for a decade, his relics greeted Christian pilgrims and converted Muslims and Jews. In the late 12th century, the knight's exploits were enshrined in the anonymously authored Poema de mio Cid, transforming him into a protagonist of Spanish literature akin to Beowulf or Roland. From there, Rodrigo enters myriad ballads and romances, chronicles and plays, and the miracles from Cardena were incorporated into the Estoria de Espana, the 13th-century chronicle of Spain produced at the court of Alfonso X. (An official attempt to canonise Rodrigo, initiated by Philip II in 1554, failed.) In the street theatre of the 17th century, El Cid appeared as Christ, with his widow, Jimena, as his patient bride, representing all who await his second coming.
By the time Spain could be spoken of as a modern nation, Rodrigo Diaz had become its national hero, and a symbol of the 'Reconquista' of the Iberian peninsula from Muslim into Christian hands. El Cid was 'the archetype of our race and the sun of our glory', declared Emilio Castelar, president of the short-lived First Spanish Republic in 1873. After his rise to power in 1936, Franco fashioned himself as the 'new Cid' and established his first capital at Rodrigo's birthplace of Burgos. 'In him is all the mystery of the great epics,' the general proclaimed in 1955, inaugurating the monuments of Burgos's Via Sacra Cidiana, including Juan Cristobal Gonzalez's huge bronze of the knight on his horse, pointing his sword towards Valencia. In the 21st century, El Cid's image has been taken up by Spain's far-right party Vox, which has rallied beneath his statues. He has become the medieval precursor of supremacist ideologies: a warrior against Muslims, immigrants and secessionist movements.
His deification is paradoxical, Nora Berend argues, for what we know of the historical Rodrigo Diaz suggests the opposite: he was scarcely motivated by religion at all, or by patriotism. Exiled by King Alfonso VI of Leon and Castile in 1081, Rodrigo turned up at the Muslim court of Zaragoza and offered his services to the ruler al-Muqtadir as a mercenary commander, selling the arts of war in exchange for pay, in a chapter of the Cid's life excluded from the Poema. It is likely that the knight, in his lifetime, killed many more Christians than Muslims. The Historia Roderici, a 12th-century chronicle based on earlier eyewitness accounts, describes Rodrigo treacherously attacking the king's lands in Rioja: 'Most savagely and mercilessly through all those regions did he lay waste with relentless, destructive, irreligious fire.' Rodrigo cultivated his own personal army, made up of both Christians and Muslims, rewarding their loyalty with the spoils of plunder. How did a warlord who pillaged with 'impious devastation', Berend asks, become a Catholic saint? 'He took huge booty, yet it was saddening even to tears,' the Historia relates.
In El Cid: The Life and Afterlife of a Medieval Mercenary, Berend traces his apotheosis after death, and slightly before it, transformed from a soldier of fortune into 'the perfect Christian knight', Spain's nationalist idol and even, for some, the inventor of the bullfight. She tracks El Cid's metamorphoses into the present day, lending his shape to chocolate bars, slashing his way through video games and death-metal lyrics, encountering a time-travelling Donald Duck. Even stranger, as a figure embraced by both the far right and the left, El Cid has also come to stand as an emblem of democracy and pluralism. Berend is writing with deicidal intent: once the myth has been fully exposed to the light of fact, she insists, everyone should stop worshipping El Cid. 'His heroisation,' she writes, 'must be abandoned.' It is as if she wishes to lure in the Cid with stories of his own adventures, and then, bang! Slam the book shut. The victim is squashed for ever.
Her project is as quixotic as that of Cervantes's knight errant, who also read every book on El Cid. (In the prefatory verses of Don Quixote, Babieca scolds his descendant, Quixote's skeletal horse Rocinante, for complaining that his master eats all the oats and hay.) Berend shows us the way narrative, politics and bodily remains were knitted together into a myth. Yet she misses what has made the Cid so compelling. When I started to read about him, I couldn't stop - I accumulated so many books that I felt myself beginning to turn into a knight of Manhattan. There was no priest to exorcise my library with holy water and hyssop, no barber to hurl the books out of the window into a pile to be burned. My four-year-old son asked to dress up as El Cid.
As  he set off into exile, El Cid studied the paths of birds in the sky. A verse from the Poema relates:
Crows flew across to their right
as they were leaving Bivar,
and as they drove down to Burgos,
crows crossed to their left.

El Cid was fixated on bird omens. 'Your gods are ... ravens, crows, hawks, eagles,' his nemesis, Count Berenguer of Barcelona, wrote in a letter included in the Historia Roderici, in which he accused El Cid of desecrating churches. 'You trust more in their auguries than in God.' Cid scholars cannot leave them alone either: according to the conservative philologist Ramon Menendez Pidal, the left crow (corneja siniestra) was a bad omen, the right crow (corneja diestra) was good. Others have argued the opposite: in a Roman tradition that persisted in medieval Europe, the left was considered auspicious - 'sinister' could mean 'propitious', as in Cicero's writings on divination. In the Poema, the hero interprets his own fate as mixed: 'My Cid shrugged and shook his head.'
The exact date and place are unknown, but Rodrigo Diaz was probably born in the mid-to-late 1040s, to an aristocratic Castilian family in the village of Vivar, near Burgos. There are no representations from the time of what he looked like. In the sources he goes by multiple names - Rodiric, Rodericus, Ruy, in Arabic Rudhriq or Ludhriq, sometimes qualified as 'accursed', 'the oppressor', or 'enemy dog'. Accounts vary as to how he gained the nickname El Cid, from sidi, the Arabic honorific 'my lord'. It is often traced to his conquered Muslim subjects in Valencia, who, the story goes, welcomed him. Yet at the time others too were called 'mio Cid', as the Arabic loan word served as a fairly common epithet for Castilian nobles. Another, now forgotten Cid, Berend notes, was the warlord Muno Munoz around 1100, 'who operated in the frontier regions of Zaragoza in much the same way as Rodrigo had'. The name of El Cid's horse, Babieca, or Bauieca, which first appears in the Poema, seems to have been borrowed from William of Orange's horse, Baucan.
At the time of Rodrigo's birth, political unity had disintegrated across Andalusia with the fall of the Umayyad caliphate of Cordoba in 1031. Its collapse left a patchwork of principalities called taifas, or 'factions', that were rich in culture - philosophical treatises and love poetry, architectural wonders and advances in agriculture and astronomy - but constantly at war with one another, and held together by little more than panegyric. The Christian kingdoms of the north were equally fragmented and subsisted on raiding the south. In an organised system of extortion, Muslim rulers struck deals with Christian kings and warlords, paying tributes known as parias in exchange for protection. Christian and Muslim rulers were continually forming new alliances based on fleeting shared interests, and fighting against enemies from their own faiths.
Rodrigo rose to prominence as an uncommonly skilled warrior in the court of Sancho II of Castile, where he was head of the king's personal retinue. After Sancho's sudden death, he entered the service of the late king's brother Alfonso VI, ruler of the now enlarged kingdom of Leon-Castile. In 1079, sent on a mission to collect tributes from Sevilla, Rodrigo became involved in a skirmish, fighting on the Sevillian side against Alfonso's own loyal vassals. He captured Count Garcia Ordonez and other Christian courtiers and humiliated them by looting all their possessions, an action that made him some distinguished enemies. By 1081, Rodrigo had become a liability: when he led an unauthorised ambush against a Muslim ruler under Alfonso's protection, the king exiled him from Castile, separating him from Jimena and his children. After five years serving at the Muslim court of Zaragoza, Rodrigo reconciled with Alfonso and was reunited with his family, but was soon cast out again. By some accounts he had stood up the king, either by intention or accident, when he was supposed to be assisting him in battle. According to the Historia Roderici, his court rivals declared him a traitor; his lands and possessions were confiscated and his wife and children imprisoned.
Many of the nearest contemporary accounts we have of El Cid are in Arabic, and the knight would have learned some of the language during his stint in Zaragoza's magnificent palaces. Ibn Bassam, writing soon after the events, related that Rodrigo was fascinated by hagiographies of Muslim warriors: 'It is said that books were studied in his presence: the warlike deeds of the old heroes of Arabia were read to him,' and he was 'seized with delight'. The Dutch Orientalist Reinhardt Dozy, who in the 1840s was the first European scholar to read the Arabic sources, described Rodrigo as 'only concerned by the pay he would get and the pillaging ... he violated and destroyed many churches,' and concluded that 'this man without faith or law' was 'more Muslim than Catholic'. (Edward Said would note Dozy's 'impressive antipathy'.) In the Poema, the hero's closest friends are Muslim. Yet when asked why he is close to the Cid, the Muslim governor Avengalvon replies: 'Even if we wished him harm, we wouldn't be able to do him any.'
Ibn 'Alqama, a native of Valencia born in 1036, composed a history of the walled city and of Rodrigo's invasion, The Clear Exposition of the Disastrous Tragedy, which survives in part in a later manuscript. For an entire year, beginning in the winter of 1093, Rodrigo laid siege to Valencia, until the population began to die of famine. 'Whoever reads it, weeps,' one Muslim author wrote of Ibn 'Alqama's account, 'and the judicious man is stunned.' (In Mann's film, a benevolent Cid catapults loaves of bread over the city walls.) When Valencia's ruler, the city's judge Ibn Jahhaf, finally negotiated its surrender, the gates were opened and Rodrigo's army stormed in as the starving residents rushed out, seeking food. He took captives, demanding steep ransoms for their release, and shocked the city by burning the judge alive.
During his rule of Valencia, Rodrigo had little by way of government or policy beyond violence and extortion. When the Almoravids arrived to the city's aid, Rodrigo crushed them in an astonishing victory. (The birds, Ibn 'Alqama related, had foretold it.) As the first Christian triumph over the previously invincible Muslim-Berber force, it was ripe for prophecy, creating an arc of reconquest and redemption from the first Rodrigo to the second. The only surviving physical trace of El Cid that seems to be incontrovertibly authentic, a donation charter written in Latin in the Visigothic script and signed in the knight's own rough hand, records his endowment of Valencia's cathedral. 'The most merciful Father', it proclaims, raised up Rodrigo 'to be the avenger of the shame of His servants and the enlarger of the Christian faith'.
To answer her own question, of how a warlord became a Catholic saint, Berend explains that the monks at Valencia who scripted the document had 'a vested interest in portraying Rodrigo in a good light'. Rich plunder from an opportunist who killed indiscriminately 'would not look nearly so good as the pious donation of a God-appointed hero'. The monastery of Cardena too, she notes, as it inherited his potentially lucrative relics, sought to frame its patron not as a mercenary but as a saviour, divinely sent. But one wonders whether Berend isn't projecting her own moral judgments onto these monks. (These judgments pepper the book; the press coverage of Franco's speech in Burgos, for instance, is 'nauseating'.) That a candidate may have committed bloodshed or pillage has never posed much of a problem in the annals of canonisation. Berend doesn't demonstrate that it was an issue for medieval ecclesiasts to receive huge booty from someone who killed large numbers of people, or was too close with Muslims. At the time, monasteries functioned like banks, secure places to lay up treasures, much like the heaven depicted in Matthew 6:20. They depended on the tributes Muslims paid to Christian rulers in a flow of gold, mined in West Africa and traded through oasis towns along the Saharan caravan route, which built and furnished Christian Spain. From their stores of bullion, the Spanish monasteries 'were well placed to make loans', the late historian Richard Fletcher noted - they were sites of intercession in both finance and prayer.
Berend shows that the violence on the ground cut across doctrinal divides, with Christian raiders pillaging Christian abbeys. During El Cid's lifetime there wasn't yet a fully fledged ideology of a war of faiths - the knight would become, she writes, the 'accidental beneficiary' of the crusader rhetoric that grew more pronounced in the decades after his death. In the mid-12th century, the Almoravids were overthrown by the messianic Almohads, founded by the Berber sheikh Ibn Tumart, who declared himself the Mahdi. By 1173, this formidable dynasty had conquered all of al-Andalus, and prompted a rising need for Christian unity. The myth of El Cid was magnified alongside that of another unlikely figure: the Apostle James, a Galilean fisherman who became known as Matamoros, or the Moor-Slayer. Martyred in 44 ce, James was put in chain mail in the mid-12th century, recast as a martial horseman trampling Muslims underfoot. (He would later travel to the New World, becoming first a conquistador and then a killer of Spaniards, leading anticolonial movements, as in his guise as Santiago Mataespanois in Peru.) El Cid calls out the Moor-Slayer's name in the Poema, in Paul Blackburn's excellent translation:
It was morning, almost, and they are arming;
each man knows exactly what he has to do. At dawn the attack began.
'For God and Santiago, knights,
hit them hardily and with love.'

Berend writes of 'whitewashing', but El Cid's sainthood seems to have more to do with poetry, and its immortal ability to keep speaking to changing contexts. The Poema was meant to be sung aloud by the juglares, roving ministrels who entertained medieval crowds in ways that were irresistibly political. The epic is structured around a series of falls: with each misfortune, El Cid's glory increases. He possesses an inviolability that becomes the mark of his divinity; seemingly debilitating throws of fate bounce off his shield and amplify his greatness. First exile, then restoration, then a more humiliating blow: in a strange episode in the third cantar, his daughters set off on a journey with their husbands, a pair of cowardly noblemen, and are savagely beaten by them in the wood of Corpes. El Cid appeals to the court of Toledo, the husbands are defeated in a duel, and the daughters are remarried, though he never properly gets justice for them, only money for himself. El Cid is not innately honourable; he tricks two Jewish moneylenders into believing a chest is heavy with gold - 'that big box of sand' in Pound's Cantos. Honour emerges, as Joachim Kupper has written, as just 'a name for the public acknowledgment of the legitimacy of material wealth'.
El Cid obeys a law of tyrants: as his character gets sillier, he grows unassailable. By the early 15th century, his legend was turning to farce. Another set of tale-telling monks, in the bishopric of Palencia, composed Las Mocedades de Rodrigo, an irreverent epic which imagines the hero in his youth, a hot-headed, impulsive Cid who is determined not to sleep with Jimena until he has won five battles. During Spain's literary Siglo de Oro, or Golden Age, El Cid goes burlesque - part saint, part clown - in plays performed to large audiences of all social classes; at least 22 survive from the period. Berend might have delved more deeply into the quality of buffoonery that becomes intrinsic to the myth of El Cid, and why it later lends itself so well to fascism. A 17th-century mojiganga, a type of absurdist short play, opens with the Cid's father, Diego, lamenting flea bites; in Jeronimo de Cancer y Velasco's parody of Las Mocedades, once performed for the king and queen, an inept Cid cannot locate Valencia, and Jimena is surprised to discover she is a virgin. Taking on the aspect of Cervantes's mocked knight, the Cid swells in power: having already been laid low, he has no further to fall.
In the autumn  of 1936, the monastery of San Pedro de Cardena became a concentration camp. During the Spanish Civil War, the abandoned abbey housed more than four thousand imprisoned members of the International Brigades, as well as Spanish Republicans and civilians. Thousands more passed through it as a transit hub on their way to labour camps. The bodies of Rodrigo and Jimena were already in Burgos; in 1921 they had been ceremonially reinterred in the cathedral to celebrate its seven hundredth anniversary. Both skulls had gone missing over the centuries: the loss may have occurred during the French occupation of Spain in 1808, when the Cid's sarcophagus was sacked. The French general Paul Thiebault took credit for saving the bones 'with great pomp', as he wrote in his memoir: 'I put them for safekeeping under my bed.' Yet on the occasion of the Cid's reburial, under an inscription celebrating Napoleon's brother Joseph Bonaparte, Thiebault recalled with dismay that an erudite Spaniard had told him El Cid never existed at all.
Once the site of deification, the San Pedro monastery became home to a new chronicle, the Jaily News, written in secret by the English-speaking inmates. In Francoist publications and speeches meanwhile, each advance in the war found a parallel with a battle won by El Cid, and the Generalisimo drew on a particular version of this history, Ramon Menendez Pidal's La Espana del Cid, first published in 1929 and running to more than a thousand pages. (Menendez Pidal would later serve as adviser on Mann's film.) For him, the knight was a symbol of Castilian resurrection amid the death of an empire: following the Treaty of Paris in 1898, Spain had ceded or sold nearly all its once vast colonies, and nationalism was in decline as separatist movements gained ground. On his honeymoon in 1900, Menendez Pidal and his wife were guided by the Poema as they traced on horseback the Cid's path into exile. Overhearing a washerwoman singing a ballad, Menendez Pidal became convinced she was transmitting historical fact. His lifelong work on El Cid would be shaped by the conviction that epic poetry and myth represent history. Under the Franco regime, his book entered the syllabus for Spanish military cadets. El Cid stood, above all, for the will to permanence.
What Berend frames as the contradictions of El Cid - that a warlord who allied himself with Muslims and killed Christians should become a Catholic Nationalist hero - were also Franco's own. To seize and maintain power, the general recruited around eighty thousand Muslim troops from North Africa, including the Guardia Mora, Franco's personal cavalry, who wore white hooded capes, turbans and blood-red tunics. Many of the soldiers were from the Berber region of the Rif, where Franco had launched his career in the 1920s during Spain's brutal war against Moroccan anticolonial resistance. Franco, like El Cid, was banished by higher authorities: in 1936, amid fears of a military coup, the elected Popular Front government reassigned him to the Canary Islands. In an escape organised by Major Hugh Pollard, an English Catholic with MI6 connections, a British aircraft sent from London with two women aboard posing as tourists picked up Franco and secretly transported him to Tetuan, where he took control of the Moroccan army. With Hitler's assistance the soldiers were airlifted to Spain. The archbishops of Compostela and Zaragoza announced that the Nationalist campaign was a religious crusade. Drawing on tropes of a shared, mythic Andalusi past, and a present, common enemy of godless communism, the Moroccan caliph Mulay al-Hasan designated Franco's war a jihad. So it was that jihad and crusade were waged on the same side, with the Catholic Nationalists providing halal food and a Muslim cemetery.
In 1937, Franco sponsored a hajj to Mecca. To transport pilgrims, his government took the Spanish steamship Domine ('O Lord'), outfitted it with a mosque, and renamed it al-Maghrib al-Aqsa, the Arabic for Morocco. On board, the Spanish government organised Sufi liturgies and ritual sessions of dhikr, the invocation of God's name. Styled as the 'protector of Islam', Franco met with the pilgrims in Seville, in the Royal Alcazar's Islamicate throne room, where he delivered a speech framing Spain as a new Mecca. In the Arabic translation, Franco speaks in Quranic idioms; the general, al-khaniral, himself becomes Muslim. 'It is difficult to overstate the sheer political strangeness of this moment,' Eric Calderwood has written. For the Francoists, the appeal to 'Hispano-Arab' unity was a way to frame Spanish colonialism as superior to its counterpart in France, a foreign invader that used tactics of divide and rule against Arabs and Berbers to destroy Moroccan unity. (The Spanish colonial regime's support of the Moroccan nationalist movement - legalising political parties and even financing several of them - paved the way for Moroccan independence in 1956.)
The task Berend sets herself is to interpret, like the crows, the right and left Cids. While the far-right Cid of Franco, and now Vox, has its paradoxes, the liberal Cid seems to make even less sense. The warlord's embrace by leftist intellectuals and politicians from the 19th century to the present often hinges on a single story. According to the Estoria de Espana, Rodrigo forced Alfonso VI to swear, in front of his entire court at the church of Santa Gadea in Burgos, that he had played no role in the suspicious death of his brother. (A 12th-century account relates that, not long before the murder, Alfonso was so full of bad intentions that his hair stood straight on end for an hour.) The episode, however apocryphal, was thick with significance, for it demonstrated that a vassal can hold an unjust king accountable. Alfonso's oath, Berend writes, became 'invested with significance as a forerunner of parliamentary democracy, the emblem of resistance to tyranny and the symbol of legal controls over monarchical power'. Exiled in Guernsey after Napoleon III's coup, Victor Hugo wrote Le Romancero du Cid (1859), which includes a dialogue between the Cid and the sovereign on the subject of perjury. 'King, you swear on the gospel/with a hand full of night,' the Cid declares. Painting the scene in 1889, the Cuban artist Armando Menocal captured the guilt in the king's eyes, in a work made a few years before Menocal went off to fight for Cuba's liberation.
Berend describes leftist attempts to seize back El Cid as a symbol of political freedom, such as the poet Antonio Machado's speech at the 1937 International Congress of Writers for the Defence of Culture. Machado conjured El Cid's ghost riding alongside victorious anti-fascists: 'The best will triumph again. Or it will be necessary to disrespect the divinity itself.' In exile in Buenos Aires, the activist Maria Teresa Leon Goyri wrote feminist texts on the Cid and Jimena, who ruled Valencia for three years after her husband's death. All these efforts, Berend reminds us, entail forgetting that the Cid's merits 'consisted mainly of killing many people'. Even worse, she writes, is the way the Cid's dealings with Muslims, his celebrated tolerance and immersion in Muslim courtly life, have been 'distorted as multiculturalism'. He has come to embody the liberal ideal of convivencia, a word coined by Menendez Pidal to describe the 'living together' of Christians and Muslims in medieval al-Andalus. It is often pitted as the opposite of reconquista, another modern term, which has grown to have white supremacist connotations. ('We like reconquests,' Vox's president Santiago Abascal said in 2019.)
Berend concludes with the plea that we should find our heroic role models not in history but in fiction. 'We are better off creating fantasy figures,' she writes, for when it comes to real-life men enshrined in epic, 'the problem is that audiences do start to mix up the literary image with truth,' even academics like Menendez Pidal. 'Purely fictional heroes serve us better.' (She doesn't offer any suggestions which.) It is an odd claim for a historian to make - not least because the concept of fiction itself was developing over the same centuries as the myth of El Cid. Berend has just shown us, over eleven chapters, that nearly every fragment of data we have on El Cid is a construct of the imagination. She appears to agree that there needs to be something fantastical in our political heroes in order that they be useful to us. Yet the fantastical requires that split second of hesitation between reality and unreality - nothing 'pure' will do. Berend is preoccupied with fidelity to the past, to history as a bedrock of factual truth. She demystifies the Cid, then instructs us to find enchantment elsewhere. But the writing of history - conjuring forth what is dead, letting it converse with the present - is always already enchanted. The past has no meaning unless we give it one.
The Cid appears in an unholy trinity in the Spanish novelist Juan Goytisolo's Count Julian (1970), alongside a gored bullfighter and the arid Castilian plains. 'The Cid, Manolete, the Meseta! Mysticism, tauromachy, stoicism!' Goytisolo, whose father was imprisoned during the Civil War and whose mother was killed in a Francoist air raid, wrote from an itinerant exile in France, the US and Morocco. His protagonist imagines himself as Count Julian, the ultimate traitor to Spain. 'I offer you my country, invade it, sack it, plunder it,' the voice urges. The novel presents the argument that all anti-fascist politics must begin with treason. To bring about an alternative future requires betrayal, of the nation and its worn symbols. The left fails when it imagines itself as pure; perhaps myths are a dirty means of achieving political ends, when nothing else seems to work. For Goytisolo, it is a treason waged through language itself and the literary form; he wrote in Spanish, 'your beautiful native tongue', to destroy its totems and exile its saints. 'Gallop, gallop, toward the fog-shrouded myth you emerged from at the wrong moment,' his narrator commands Santiago, evicting him from Compostela. 'Gallop, gallop away, and leave us in peace.'
But El Cid remains: there was always treason within him, in his friendships, his crows, his crossings with the king. He poses the question of what makes power legitimate, and that question will not go away. Goytisolo has an incantation: 'Solemn treason, joyous treason: premeditated treason, spontaneous treason: overt treason, covert treason: he-man treason, pansy treason'. Stir in the balsam and myrrh: treason against mortality, the unbreakable rule that governs us all. In the myth of El Cid, still being written, who is betraying whom?
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AI's Scale
Donald MacKenzie

1848 wordsHyperion  is the name that Meta has chosen for a huge AI data centre it is building in Louisiana. In July, a striking image circulated on social media of Hyperion's footprint superimposed on an aerial view of Manhattan. It covered a huge expanse of the island, from the East River to the Hudson, from Soho to the uptown edge of Central Park. I assumed that the image had been made by someone with misgivings about the sheer scale of the thing, but it turned out to have been posted to Threads by Mark Zuckerberg himself. He was proud of it.
The imperative to increase scale is deeply embedded in the culture of AI. This is partly because of the way the field developed. For decades, the neural networks that are the basis of much AI today - including large language models of the kind that underpin ChatGPT - were considered less promising than 'symbolic AI' systems which apply rules, roughly akin to those of symbolic logic, to systemic bodies of knowledge, often knowledge elicited from human experts. The proponents of neural networks took a different path. They believed that the loose similarity of those networks to the brain's interconnected neurons and their capacity to learn from examples (rather than simply to apply pre-formulated rules) made them potentially superior as a route to artificial intelligence. Many of their colleagues thought they were wrong, especially Marvin Minsky, MIT's leading AI expert. There was also the fact that early neural networks tended not to work as well as more mainstream machine-learning techniques.
'Other methods ... worked a little bit better,' Geoffrey Hinton, a leading proponent of neural networks, told Wired magazine in 2019. 'We thought it was ... because we didn't have quite the right algorithms.' But as things turned out, 'it was mainly a question of scale': early neural networks just weren't big enough. Hinton's former PhD student Ilya Sutskever, a co-founder of OpenAI (the start-up that developed ChatGPT), agrees. 'For the longest time', he said in 2020, people thought neural networks 'can't do anything, but then you give them lots of compute' - the capacity to perform very large numbers of computations - 'and suddenly they start to do things.'
Building bigger neural networks wasn't easy. They learn by making predictions, or guesses. What is the next word in this sentence? Is this image a cat? They then automatically adjust their parameters according to what the word actually turns out to be or whether a human being agrees that the image is indeed a cat. That process of learning requires vast quantities of data - very large bodies of digitally available text, lots of images labelled by human beings etc - and huge amounts of 'compute'. Even as late as the early 2000s, AI faced limitations in these respects. A crucial aspect of the necessary computation is the multiplication of large matrices (arrays of numbers). If you do the component operations in those multiplications one after another, even on a fast conventional computer system, it's going to take a long time, perhaps too long to train a big neural network successfully.
By about 2010, though, very big data sets were starting to become available. Particularly crucial was ImageNet, a giant digital assemblage of millions of pictures, each labelled by a human being. It was set up by the Stanford University computer scientist Fei-Fei Li and her colleagues, who recruited 49,000 people via Amazon's Mechanical Turk platform, which enables the hiring of large numbers of online gig workers. Also around 2010, specialists in neural networks began to realise that they could do lots of matrix multiplications fast on graphics chips originally developed for video games, especially by Nvidia.
In 2012, those two developments came together in what can now be seen as the single most important moment in the launching of AI on its trajectory of ever increasing scale. Sutskever, Alex Krizhevsky (another of Hinton's students) and Hinton himself entered their neural network system, AlexNet, into the annual ImageNet Challenge competition for automated image-recognition systems. Running on just two Nvidia graphics chips in Krizhevsky's bedroom, AlexNet won hands down: its error rate was 30 per cent lower than the best of its more conventional rivals.
The lesson was quickly learned: if you give neural networks 'lots of compute' by using graphics chips, then 'suddenly they start to do things.' For a couple of years after 2012, the number of graphics chips that a typical research project used was still modest: no more than eight. But as the interest in neural networks shifted from academia to tech companies, and from research to the development of AI models designed for practical use, scale began to grow exponentially. Jaime Sevilla and Edu Roldan of the research institute Epoch AI calculate that since the early 2010s, the amount of computation used to train state-of-the-art models has been increasing by between four and five times annually. Fourfold annual growth implies sixteen-fold over two years, 64-fold over three years and so on. That, in essence, is how you get from Krizhevsky's bedroom to Manhattan-scale data centres.
Nowhere is the imperative of ever increasing scale pursued more dedicatedly than at OpenAI, set up in 2015 by a group including Sutskever, Elon Musk and Sam Altman. 'When we started,' Altman has said, 'the core beliefs were that deep learning [neural networks with lots of 'layers'] works and it gets better with scale.' There was a 'like, religious level of belief ... that that wasn't going to stop'. The series of increasingly big language models developed by OpenAI gave its researchers data that they were able to use to check that the firm's 'like, religious' belief was empirically justified. Writing in January 2020, they outlined evidence that the accuracy of the models' predictions got better as their scale increased: 'Language modelling performance improves smoothly as we increase the model size [the number of parameters], dataset size and amount of compute used for training ... We observe no signs of deviation from [these] trends at large values of compute, data or model size.'
OpenAI's faith in 'scaling laws' of this general kind remains strong. As Altman put it in a blog post in February last year, 'the intelligence of an AI model roughly equals the log of the resources used to train and run it ... It appears that you can spend arbitrary amounts of money and get continuous and predictable gains; the scaling laws that predict this are accurate over many orders of magnitude.' The 'laws' may of course break down - they are empirical generalisations, not laws of physics - but they are worth taking seriously because 'arbitrary amounts of money' are indeed being shelled out on the infrastructure of AI. In August, researchers for Morgan Stanley estimated that $2.9 trillion will be spent globally on data centres between 2025 and 2028, while Citigroup has estimated total AI investment globally of $7.8 trillion between 2025 and 2030. (For comparison, the US defence budget is currently around $1 trillion per year.)
One little word, though, in Altman's blog post should give us pause: 'log'. A logarithmic function, at least of the kind that is relevant here, is characterised by diminishing returns (see the graph). The more resources you put in, the better the results, but the rate of improvement steadily diminishes. One reason to keep going regardless may well be the widespread sense that AI is a 'winner takes all' business, and so having the best models (by even a small margin) will bring disproportionate rewards, perhaps even de facto monopoly. Another motivation seems to be the hope that small improvements in performance will suddenly give rise to a dramatic qualitative change: the emergence of 'artificial general intelligence' or maybe even 'superintelligence'.
[image: ]

However, in Sutskever's view the availability of human-created data on which to train AI systems is already a big constraint. 'Compute is growing,' he says. 'The data is not growing, because we have but one internet ... data is the fossil fuel of AI. It was like created somehow, and now we use it, and we've achieved peak data, and there'll be no more.' It's not a nuanced claim, but the specialists I have spoken to don't dismiss it out of hand. It's true, one of them told me, that soon 'we'll be data constrained,' but he also raised the prospect that AI systems may themselves be able to create reliable new data to replenish humanity's over-exploited reservoirs: 'What we don't know is, do we cross the threshold where AI produces novel training data effectively? ... If we get to that threshold, then we are going to have superintelligence. We're very close. I don't think people understand how close we are, I don't think anyone wants to think about it.'
Another researcher I have spoken to, Lonneke van der Plas, who is a specialist in natural language processing, implicitly warns of the risk of training AI models on computer-generated data. Among the languages on which she works is Maltese, which has only around half a million native speakers. Much digitally available Maltese, she tells me, is low-quality machine translation. In consequence, she says, if you go all out for scale in developing a model of Maltese 'you get a much worse system than if you carefully select the data' and exclude the reams of poor-quality text.
AI's scale doesn't matter just to specialists. The rest of us are being taken on a ride along the logarithmic curve too. The graphics chips and data centres on which 'arbitrary amounts' are being spent require huge quantities of electricity to power them. Some of this is coming from renewable sources, but much of it involves burning natural gas or sometimes even coal. Just one of the many new gas-fired power plants that are being constructed in the US to meet the growing demands of data centres is on the site of an old coal-fired power station near Homer City, Pennsylvania. When it is up and running it will generate 4.4 gigawatts, just a little more than the peak winter electricity demand for the whole of Scotland.
The International Energy Agency reckons that if the current global expansion of data centres continues, the CO2 emissions for which they are responsible, currently around 200 million tonnes per year, will be about 60 per cent higher by 2030. In a rational world, new AI data centres would be built only where ample renewable electricity is available to power them. But in a reckless race along the diminishing-returns curve, whatever fuel is immediately available will tend to get used. In the US, that still mostly means natural gas; in China, it's coal. Investors, many of whom are uneasy about the trillions of dollars being spent on AI infrastructure, oscillate between the fear of missing out on continuing gains on AI stocks and the fear that AI is a bubble. No one can say with certainty if, or when, the bubble will burst. If it does, it will be a financial market trauma, but from the viewpoint of the planet it might be better sooner rather than later.
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Lords of the World
Thomas Jones

6105 wordsJulius Caesar  'invaded Britain in the hope of finding pearls'. Caesar Augustus 'wore platform shoes, to make him seem taller than he was'. Tiberius 'was left-handed, with joints so strong that he could push a finger right through a firm, ripe apple'. Caligula 'never learned to swim'. Claudius 'would never let anything come between him and food and wine'. Nero had a 'voice that was reedy and indistinct'. Galba 'suffered so badly from arthritis ... that he could not bear to wear shoes for any length of time'. Otho 'wore a hairpiece so skilfully fitted that no one would ever have known he was going bald'. Vitellius was 'enormously tall'. Vespasian 'did not let any fear of death stop him from cracking jokes'. Titus 'was born ... in a dark and tiny room in a shabby building near the Septizonium'. Domitian would 'spend hours every day on his own, during which time he would do nothing but catch flies and stab them with a well-sharpened pen'.
 Suetonius, writing in the early second century, is notorious for the salacious details he shared of the depraved sex lives and sadistic murder sprees of the early Roman emperors, but there's more to The Lives of the Caesars than the X-rated material. Which isn't to say the sex crimes and scandals aren't important: just as any account of the Clinton or Trump presidencies would be incomplete without mention of Monica Lewinsky, Stormy Daniels, E. Jean Carroll or Jeffrey Epstein, it tells you something about the principates of Tiberius and Caligula that the former retired to Capri to 'devote himself in private to sexual activities' and the latter is said to have 'made a habit of committing incest with his sisters'. The Lives of the Caesars is a series of character studies, and kink is a part of character. But only a part. As he surveys the lives of the twelve men who held sway over the Mediterranean and its hinterland for the best part of 150 years, from Julius Caesar's defeat of Pompey at the battle of Pharsalus in 48 BC to the death of Domitian in 96 AD, Suetonius documents, along with their sex lives, their other appetites, their ancestry, their physical appearance, how they dressed, their military records, their spending habits, their building projects, the games they put on, the speeches they made, their religious practices, their handling of the grain supply, their welfare provision, their dispensing of justice, their parties, their marriages, their friendships, their deaths - and any other interesting morsels of information or rumour he happens to have turned up in the course of his researches.
 The effect is cumulative. Through a pile-up of detail, Suetonius explores the ways in which power was achieved (or seized), wielded, abused and lost by his subjects. He's less interested in - or appears to have a weaker grasp of - wider historical currents than his contemporary Tacitus: no one would look to Suetonius for a structural account of the decline of the Roman republic, or the complicated dynamics that operated between the imperial frontiers and the metropole, or the ambiguous role of the Senate under the principate. As Tom Holland puts it in the introduction to his sparkling new translation, Suetonius 'wrote the lives of the Caesars, not their lives and times'. He proceeds 'not chronologically but ordered by theme', as he says in his Life of Augustus, and what he provides in each case isn't so much a continuous narrative account as a complex if partial portrait of a man: incomplete, tendentious, unreliable, at times self-contradictory - but whose biography isn't?
 Julius Caesar emerges from Suetonius' portrait (as from other sources, including his own writings) as a man who liked to move fast and break things, who possessed both the means and the inclination to conquer swathes of territory, win decisive battles at every corner of the empire, overthrow the government in Rome and declare himself dictator for life in defiance of centuries of ideological commitment to republican rule. It's one thing to know that Caesar did everything he did, another to feel that you understand what in his character enabled him to pull it off. The republic's days were numbered anyway: as Mary Beard has put it, 'How could you control and defend a vast empire, stretching from Spain to Syria, with a power structure and a system of military command developed to run nothing more than a small town?' Caesar was only finishing what Sulla and others had started in the preceding decades. But the question still remains: why Caesar? Suetonius goes some way towards providing part of the answer. He had 'unbelievable powers of endurance', never rushed into anything blind - he didn't invade Britain 'until he had personally organised a survey of the ports, the passage and the approaches to the island' - but also, once committed to an action, wouldn't back out. He would attack when the enemy was least expecting, valued his own soldiers 'neither for their moral character nor their social standing, but solely for their prowess as fighters', and 'whenever the outcome of a battle hung in the balance he would send away the horses, his own at their head' so there was 'no choice but to stand their ground'.
 You can also see why there was a successful elite conspiracy to murder Caesar within five years of his assuming power. He was a supremely gifted general and administrator but a hopeless politician, making no pretence that he was anything but an autocrat. Whether out of principle or amour-propre, the Senate was never going to put up with it for long. Caesar's great-nephew and heir, Octavian, later the emperor Augustus, was no less ruthless than his great-uncle, but he was a lot more patient. It took him seventeen years from Caesar's murder to declare himself princeps ('first citizen'), having consolidated his power and wealth through a series of strategic alliances and carefully picked battles. Like many of his successors he loved to play dice, but he also liked to control the stakes: Suetonius quotes letters in which Augustus describes giving his party guests cash to gamble with. Thousands of sesterces might be won and lost, but most of it was the emperor's money anyway.
 King in all but name, Augustus governed alone for more than four decades. 'He seduced the army with bonuses,' according to Tacitus (in Michael Grant's translation of the Annals), 'and his cheap food policy was successful bait for civilians ... War or judicial murder had disposed of all men of spirit. Upper-class survivors found that slavish obedience was the way to succeed.' Suetonius puts a more generous spin on it: 'All classes of society regularly benefited from his generosity.' He not only found Rome a city of brick and left it marble but oversaw the building of new aqueducts and put people in charge of them (among other novel local government arrangements), appointed night watches for fire prevention and dredged the Tiber to reduce the chances of flooding. If there were problems with the grain supply, Augustus 'would hand out a ration to every man at a very cheap rate'; he also made the supply more reliable by dredging the canals that carried the floodwaters of the Nile to irrigate the wheat fields, having absorbed Egypt into the empire following his defeat of Antony and Cleopatra. After decades of strife, in other words, Augustus brought stability - at least to those who might have been in a position to cause him trouble.
 Maintaining order depended not least on maintaining the appearance of order, which Augustus achieved in part by insisting on the continuity of his government with the traditional system he had in fact buried for good. It was a legal fiction that nobody believed but the majority were happy to go along with, and Augustus handled it deftly enough for everyone to feel their honour was satisfied. His insistence on appearances went so far as telling people what to wear:
 He was an enthusiast as well for the ancient form of dress, and on one occasion, when he saw the crowd at a public assembly sporting dark cloaks, cried out in anger, 'Behold the Romans, lords of the world, people of the toga!' and tasked the aediles with maintaining a ban on cloaks in the Forum and its environs, and ensuring that everyone there wore a toga. 

 The quoted line, as Holland notes and as most of Suetonius' second-century readers would have spotted for themselves, is actually taken from Virgil: 'Romanos rerum dominos gentemque togatam.' Augustus presumably didn't in fact say it: it seems unlikely, despite his many talents, that the emperor was given to casting his angry outbursts in hexameters. The implication of the anecdote, in any case, is that the strict enforcement of traditional dress codes was not only a means for him to impose conformity on his nominally fellow citizens and thereby exert control over them, but also a way to assert his - not only legitimate, but consummate - place in Roman history. The words in the Aeneid are spoken by Jupiter: a few lines later he foresees the coming of Augustus, whose empire will stretch from the Atlantic to the Middle East, and who will usher in an age of peace after bitter centuries of war.
One  potentially destabilising consequence of the legal fiction that Augustus wasn't a king was to complicate the question of succession, though it would have been complicated anyway since he had no biological sons. He adopted his grandsons, Gaius and Lucius, the children of his daughter, Julia, and his lieutenant Marcus Agrippa, but they both - like Agrippa - predeceased him. Tacitus suggests that Augustus' third wife, Livia, may have had a 'secret hand' in their deaths, though Suetonius in this instance doesn't stoop to repeating such unsubstantiated rumour. Augustus then adopted their younger brother, Agrippa Postumus (so named because he was born soon after his father's death), and Livia's son, Augustus' stepson, Tiberius. Postumus was soon disinherited and exiled because of his 'brutish and violent character' ('ingenium sordidum ac ferox'), which left Tiberius as Augustus' sole male heir. Augustus died in 14 AD, aged 75, leaving a third of his estate to Livia and two-thirds to Tiberius.
 Whether or not Tiberius' inheritance included dominion over the empire wasn't spelled out in so many words. There was no throne for him to claim. Acceding to the principate wasn't a simple matter of, as it were, putting on his coronation toga and going in state to the temple of Jupiter Optimus Maximus (which Holland renders as 'the Best and Greatest', a perfectly accurate translation though it somehow loses some of the grandeur) on the Capitoline Hill to be crowned emperor. There is a moment of suspense here, or at least another way in which Suetonius disregards chronology as an organising principle. The Life of Augustus ends with the details of his will. The Life of Tiberius - who was already in his mid-fifties by the time he inherited - begins hundreds of years earlier, with the origins of the Claudian family in the earliest days of the city, and takes twenty paragraphs, out of a total of 76, to bring us through Tiberius' ancestry, early and mid-life to the moment of Augustus' death.
 One of the most important official titles that the emperors held - and one of the most degraded from its original intent - was 'tribune of the plebs'. It was among the honours that had been bestowed on Tiberius after Augustus adopted him, and he was able to use his tribunician powers to call a meeting of the Senate at which Augustus' will was read aloud. (Postumus in the meantime had been murdered - on whose orders Suetonius won't commit himself to say, though Tiberius seems the most likely candidate.) 'Although he did not hesitate to take up the powers of a princeps,' Suetonius writes, 'for a long time he refused the actual title' in a 'quite shameless display of hypocrisy'. Tiberius' so-called hypocrisy doesn't seem so very different in essence from Augustus' canny knack for having it both ways, the main difference being that the younger man was much less good at playing the game.
 A key element of being a Roman emperor - as for any head of state or government before or since - was acting the role of princeps 'on the most public of stages', as Holland puts it. As well as the games and circuses they organised to entertain the masses - many of which Suetonius describes in exhaustive detail - they had to put on a continual performance of their own. And Tiberius was a far less persuasive or effective performer than his predecessor. (Think of the difference between Bush and Reagan, Major and Thatcher or Brown and Blair.) Even in that first speech to the Senate after Augustus' death, his voice failed him and he had to hand over to his son Drusus to finish reading it for him. 'It is commonly believed,' Suetonius writes, that Augustus on his deathbed was overheard saying: 'I pity the Roman people - doomed to be ground between such slow-moving jaws!' As princeps, Tiberius had no business retiring to Capri for the last years of his life, regardless of what he may or may not have got up to there. The stories that Suetonius repeats about the emperor's debaucheries on the island are sickening - including the oral and anal rape of sometimes very young children; on one occasion he broke the legs of two brothers who complained - but whether or not they are true (and there's no particular reason to doubt them entirely), and whatever his moral failings, Tiberius' political error was to have abandoned the capital for a life of seclusion. If he had been in Rome, visible to the people, they wouldn't have been so inclined to circulate lurid stories about his private life. 'In the opinion of the Romans,' Holland writes, 'privacy was something inherently unnatural.'
 We can't know for sure, as Suetonius acknowledges, what crimes were committed behind closed doors. He doesn't take Tiberius' 'shocking deviancies', which 'strain the bounds of credibility', as straightforward fact: they are hedged with qualifying phrases such as 'he became notorious' or 'it is reported.' The same goes for the sex lives of his other subjects: 'everyone agrees that' ('constans opinio est') Julius Caesar 'had a prodigious sexual appetite' and the 'allegation' that Augustus had a 'rapacious sexual appetite' was 'one that did stick'.
 Sometimes, though, Suetonius reveals his sources. When it comes to the question of Caligula's birthplace, for instance, he quotes two 'conflicting accounts' before revealing that the 'official records', which he has checked, show that Caligula was born in Antium. As evidence that Augustus was given the name 'Thurinus' as a child, Suetonius cites a small bronze statue of the first emperor as a boy that had the name on it, which he himself acquired and gave to his benefactor, the emperor Hadrian, as a gift. He quotes from letters he has consulted in Augustus' handwriting (the first emperor was apparently terrible at spelling) which he may have got access to through his role as Hadrian's ab epistulis, managing the imperial correspondence. And even the gossip sometimes has a provenance: 'When I was a boy ... I used to hear ... from my grandfather, who in turn had heard it from court insiders.'
 It could be argued that the assiduousness Suetonius demonstrates when he does acknowledge his sources means we should be inclined to trust him at other times too. Or, on the contrary, it could mean that anything he doesn't provide references for should be discounted. If it makes any difference, his friend Pliny the Younger recommended him to the emperor Trajan as 'not only a very fine scholar but also a man of the highest integrity and distinction'.
 No one would say that of Tiberius. The best that Suetonius can muster is that Augustus 'must have weighed up Tiberius' good and bad qualities, and decided that the good outweighed the bad'. Holland suggests that Suetonius was doing something similar with his sources - 'drawing on two rival traditions, one laudatory and one venomously hostile' - but not coming to a final decision. 'Between the upstanding man of honour ... and the grim old pervert,' Holland writes, 'reconciliation proves impossible.' But both may be right even if they can't be reconciled. Tiberius' strict self-discipline while on campaign in Germania - 'He took his food sitting directly on the bare ground, and would often spend the night without a tent' - doesn't give much indication of his later profligacy, though his cruelty, meanness and distaste for public life were already evident. It doesn't seem to be the case, at least on Suetonius' or Tacitus' account, that power corrupted him, so much as it enabled him to give free rein to his corruption, which in turn loosened his grip on power. While he was away abusing children on Capri, he left Rome in the charge of Sejanus, the prefect of the Praetorian Guard, who eventually made moves to seize power for himself. Tiberius got wind of the conspiracy and had it ruthlessly put down, but 'felt no more secure or confident' after it was suppressed, instead falling increasingly prey to paranoia. He died in 37, at the age of 77.
 Tiberius' successor, Caligula, was barely in power long enough to be corrupted by it: he was a horror from the get-go. His father, Germanicus, was Tiberius' nephew and adopted son. He was with his legions in Germania when Augustus died: the troops apparently urged him 'to assume the supreme responsibility for Rome's affairs'. Instead 'he put down the mutiny (whether this better demonstrated his filial duty or his steadiness of purpose, it is hard to say), then briskly set to defeating the enemy and winning himself a triumph.' Almost immediately Tiberius sent him to the other end of the empire, 'where he defeated the king of Armenia and reduced Cappadocia to the status of a province', before dying at the age of 33 in Antioch. 'It was generally held,' Suetonius writes, that Germanicus was poisoned on Tiberius' orders. His death was met with uncontrollable grief in Rome, and he came to be seen as the greatest princeps the empire never had. Even his enemies were said to have mourned him - a little implausibly, given the way he treated them. Tacitus provides the details: 'Germanicus completely surprised the Chatti. Helpless women, children and old people were at once slaughtered or captured.' Against the Cherusci, he 'ordered his men to kill and kill. No prisoners were wanted. Only the total destruction of the tribe [internicionem gentis] would end the war.'
 Germanicus' children accompanied him on campaign, which is how Gaius came to be known as Caligula, 'little boots', by the legionaries who dressed him up as one of them, like a mascot. He was seven when his father died. When he was eighteen he went to live with Tiberius on Capri, where he seems to have kept himself alive by abasing himself before the emperor while his brothers and mother were dying in prison or exile. 'It has been said of him (quite justifiably) that never was there a better slave, nor a worse master.' After Tiberius died Caligula gave him a 'splendid funeral' and was welcomed to Rome by rapturous crowds who couldn't have been happier that the 24-year-old son of Germanicus was now in charge. The Senate tore up Tiberius' will, which named his 16-year-old grandson, Tiberius Gemellus, as Caligula's co-heir.
 Their delight didn't last long. If Tiberius practised his vices in secret, Caligula revelled in openly flouting received proprieties and hierarchies. Whether or not half the stories that Suetonius tells about him are true, their common thread is the sadistic pleasure he took in rubbing everyone's noses in the power he had over them. He made senators run alongside his chariot in their togas, wait on him at table dressed as slave boys, and give up their wives to him - if he wasn't having them tortured to death on a whim. 'No spendthrift has ever rivalled the sheer creativity he brought to the squandering of money.' He introduced new taxes to fund his extravagances, and 'there was no category of object on which he failed to levy a tariff.' In exchange he refused to fulfil even the basic social contract of bread and circuses:
 Sometimes, when gladiatorial shows were being staged and the sun was at its very fiercest, he would pull back the awnings and forbid anyone to leave; then, rather than lay on the customary fare, he would send out into the arena mangy wild animals, gladiators so decrepit that they could barely function, and - in place of exhibition fighters - heads of households who, while known to be of good standing, were also conspicuous for a range of physical disabilities. Sometimes he would shut up the granaries and condemn the masses to starve. 

'Remember,' he is said to have told his grandmother, 'I am allowed to do anything to anybody.' This was more or less true - but only if he pretended it wasn't. The senators' patience soon ran out. Caligula was murdered in January 41, aged 28, 'after a reign of three years, ten months and eight days'.
An  emergency meeting of the Senate was held on the Capitoline and there was talk of restoring the republic. Meanwhile the Praetorian Guard had found Caligula's fifty-year-old uncle Claudius hiding behind a curtain in the royal palace and carried him off to their camp. The consuls and Senate, arguing among themselves instead of taking action, lost the momentum of the crisis. The crowd wanted one man to be made leader, and were calling for Claudius. He promised each of the praetorians fifteen thousand sesterces when they swore loyalty to him, 'thereby becoming the first of the Caesars to win the loyalty of the military by paying them a bribe'.
 This isn't the last time that Suetonius seems to be slightly unfair to Claudius, inclined to put a negative spin on actions he would consider praiseworthy if performed by an emperor he admires more. When Augustus or Julius Caesar dishes out extra cash to the troops, it's a 'bonus' or a 'share of the booty', but when Claudius does it, it's a 'bribe'. He shored up the grain supply by promising to indemnify merchants against losses at sea and offering incentives to shipbuilders - but only after he'd been attacked by a hungry mob in the Forum, who 'hurled abuse and crusts of bread at him'. His 'few major infrastructure projects ... made up in utility what they lacked in quantity'. Like Augustus, he took measures to protect Rome from fire; he was also, like Augustus, a devoted gambler, and 'had his carriage fitted with a special board so that he could continue gaming while out on his travels without the dice constantly being jolted'.
 He undertook only a solitary campaign, and even that was of limited duration ... Longing for the glory of a legitimate triumph, he settled on Britain as the place which promised him the best chance of securing it ... It then took him only a few days - and no battles or bloodshed at all - to secure the surrender of a whole chunk of the island. 

Easy-peasy and hardly worth the bother, compared to Julius Caesar's 'success' against the Britons, which had consisted of 'a number of victories' that enabled him to 'command tribute and hostages from them' before skedaddling.
 Unlike Robert Graves, Suetonius doubts Claudius' claim that under Caligula 'he had deliberately pretended to be stupid' as a cunning means of self-preservation. Graves goes too far in the other direction, glossing over Claudius' nastier side: Suetonius calls him 'a man instinctively cruel and bloodthirsty'. In any case he can't really take credit for anything because 'pretty much everything he did' was 'dictated less by his own judgment than by that of his wives and freedmen'. Holland notes that, as with Tiberius, there 'were evidently rival traditions about Claudius' in the second century, 'one claiming that he was despised and one that he was respected': a 'tension ... left unresolved by Suetonius', or explained away by reference to his 'inconsistency of temperament'.
 Having ruled for nearly fourteen years, Claudius died in October 54, aged 63, allegedly poisoned, possibly by his fourth wife, Agrippina, his brother Germanicus' daughter, who may have used 'a dish of mushrooms - a food of which he was particularly fond'. Agrippina's 16-year-old son, Nero, Claudius' great-nephew, succeeded him. Nero's main rival was his younger stepbrother, Britannicus, Claudius' son with his third wife, Messalina, who had been executed (or murdered) for adultery in 48. Britannicus died within months of Nero's accession, almost certainly poisoned on the emperor's orders. By some accounts, the city and the empire were well managed during the first five years of Nero's reign, possibly thanks to the influence of his mother and his tutors, Seneca and Burrus, but Suetonius' thematic approach obscures the idea, even if he acknowledges that Nero's vices - 'insolence, an uninhibited sexual appetite, dissipation, greed, cruelty' - emerged 'incrementally'. Everything got rapidly worse after he had Agrippina murdered in 59.
 Like Caligula, Nero took pleasure in upending the established order. His alleged sex crimes - 'forcing himself on freeborn boys as though they were young slaves', for instance - disgusted Suetonius, though not for the reasons they horrify us. The ancient Romans didn't have a problem with rape per se; it depended on the relative social status of perpetrator and victim. Nero also liked to go out at night disguised as a freedman and 'mug people as they made their way back from dinner'. He loved performing, but wasn't interested in playing the role of princeps: he wanted to make a spectacle of himself singing on the stage like a common actor. He was so concerned with preserving his voice for recitals 'that he would only ever communicate with his soldiers by letter or by employing someone to deliver his speeches for him' - a serious dereliction of duty.
 When Julius Vindex, the governor of a province in Gaul, rose up against him, Nero 'failed to address the Senate and the people in person, but instead summoned some of Rome's leading men to his house'. Planning to confront Vindex in Gaul (he never went), Nero's 'overriding concern ... was to source wagons capable of transporting his stage machinery'. As other legions joined the rebellion, someone else read Nero's speech condemning Vindex to the Senate. After the Senate declared Nero an enemy of the state he fled Rome in disguise and hid in a villa belonging to one of his freedmen. There, 'with the assistance of his secretary ... he slit his throat.' He was thirty. His last words, according to Suetonius, were a quotation from the Iliad. His almost last words, 'Qualis artifex pereo,' traditionally rendered as 'What an artist perishes with me,' Holland, following Edward Champlin, translates as: 'That I should die a mere artisan!' As Nero speaks the phrase, he is digging his own grave, trying to build himself a tomb, a sorry mockery of the Domus Aurea, the enormous palace he had constructed on the ashes of the great fire that raged for a week in July 64, which Suetonius claims Nero started before singing about the fall of Troy as he watched Rome burn. (One reason to doubt that Nero was an arsonist is that he had previously devised a 'new style of building', with arcades at the front 'so that fires might more readily be fought from their terraces'.)
 If Augustus constructed an elaborate social and political framework that enabled him to perch secure on its pinnacle, Nero brought it crashing down in flames like a flimsy stage set, or the badly made wooden theatre at Fidenae, a few miles north of Rome, which collapsed halfway through Tiberius' reign, killing twenty thousand people. The former gladiator who built it, Tacitus says (putting the casualty toll at fifty thousand), 'neither rested its foundations on solid ground nor fastened the wooden superstructure securely'. With Nero's suicide in June 68 - which comes more than three-quarters of the way through The Lives of the Caesars - the curtain fell on the Julio-Claudian dynasty that had begun with Augustus, ushering in a protracted constitutional crisis known as the Year of the Four Emperors, as a series of generals launched a succession of military coups.
Galba,  the 73-year-old governor of a Spanish province - he had lived under all six of the Julio-Claudian emperors - joined Vindex's rebellion and was acclaimed emperor by his troops in April 68. The Senate recognised him in June. But he didn't reach Rome until October, after what Tacitus calls a 'slow and bloody journey', and was not popularly received. In January 69, legions in Germania refused to pledge allegiance to him, instead proclaiming their leader Vitellius emperor. Galba 'jumped to the conclusion that it was his childlessness ... that was being held against him' and quickly adopted a 'distinguished young nobleman' called Piso. Another young nobleman, Otho, who as governor of Lusitania had been among the first to join Galba's cause and hoped to be his heir, took umbrage at being overlooked. (Otho had been sent to Lusitania by Nero after being forced to divorce his wife, Poppaea, so that Nero could marry her. A few years later Nero killed her by kicking her in the stomach. She was pregnant.)
 After buying the loyalty of the Praetorian Guard and having Galba and Piso murdered, Otho was emperor for as long as it took Vitellius' armies to march south from the lower reaches of the Rhine and cross the Alps. Otho's forces were defeated by Vitellius' vanguard at Bedriacum, near Cremona, on 14 April. When Otho heard the news he took his own life. 'The majority of those who had loathed him with such bitterness while he was alive sang his praises now that he was dead.' Suetonius' father, who fought on Otho's side, 'often used to say in later life that even as a private citizen Otho felt such horror for civil war ... that he would never have launched his coup against Galba had he not been confident that there would be no need for him to go to war'.
 Vitellius didn't last much longer than Otho. He had 'spent his boyhood and early youth on Capri as a participant in Tiberius' sex games', which might go some way to explaining why his 'passion was principally for dissipation and cruelty' and for 'putting people to torture or death', though he would have been the odd one out in Suetonius' profiles in corruption if he'd instead had a passion for flower-arranging. Troops loyal to Vespasian, the last of the year's four emperors, defeated Vitellius' army at Bedriacum on 24 October 69, reversing his victory on the same battlefield only six months earlier. In Rome, Vitellius was taken prisoner, paraded through the streets to be 'pelted ... with dung and filth' and 'tortured to death'. Vespasian himself, who had been dispatched to Judea by Nero three years earlier to put down the Jewish Revolt, was in Egypt when he was declared emperor by the Senate in December 69. He reached Rome a few months later and 'for the entire length of his reign viewed as his principal objective the stabilisation of the republic'. 'The only aspect of his character for which he may justly be censured,' Suetonius writes, 'was his love of money,' offset by his willingness to joke about it, though what Suetonius calls his 'excellent sense of humour' has not aged well over the centuries.
 Vespasian, the founder of the Flavian dynasty, was the first princeps not to come from a patrician family, but he was encouraged in his ambition by a prophecy that 'men were fated to come from Judea to rule the world.' Suetonius throughout gives a lot of attention, and credence, to the various prophecies that the emperors heard, believed or rejected, often coming up with convoluted reasons to accept or dismiss them, or turn apparently evil omens to their advantage. Julius Caesar fell over on arriving in Africa to fight Scipio. A bad sign, which he dismissed with a quick-witted remark: 'I have you, Africa, in my grasp.' The Delphic oracle told Nero to beware the 73rd year. He thought that meant he would live to a grand age, but it turned out to be a cryptic allusion to Galba, prophecies always being so much easier to interpret after the fact. There's a nice letter from Pliny to Suetonius reassuring him about an 'alarming dream': 'It makes a difference whether your dreams usually come true or not, for to judge by a dream of my own, the one which has frightened you might well foretell that you will be successful.'
 When Vespasian's elder son, Titus, succeeded his father, who died of natural causes in 79, it was the first time an emperor's biological son had inherited the principate. Suetonius says that Titus 'was adored and doted upon by the whole of humanity', which makes it pretty clear who counted as human in ancient Rome and who didn't: four paragraphs later we're told that 'he slew twelve defenders with as many arrows during the final assault on Jerusalem.' Before he became princeps he had a reputation for 'cruelty' and 'overindulgence', but like Shakespeare's Henry V - 'Presume not that I am the thing I was' - he put all that aside on taking power. The eruption of Vesuvius, a three-day fire in Rome and a severe plague all occurred while he was emperor: 'In the face of calamities on such a terrible scale he showed not only the concern proper to a princeps but the devotion that a father uniquely can provide.' There's no way of knowing if it would have lasted, since he died in September 81, barely two years after his father.
 His younger brother, Domitian, began on a 'course of mercy and continence', but it didn't last long. 'His plunge into cruelty occurred much faster than his descent into avarice.' He executed 'a large number of senators' and enforced all taxes 'with the utmost stringency', including the duty that Vespasian had imposed on the Jews after Titus conquered Jerusalem, diverting to Rome the tithe that had previously been paid to the Temple. By now Suetonius has reached a point in his narrative close enough to the time of writing to be able to enter it as a witness: 'I remember as a young man being present in a very crowded court when an old man who was ninety years old had his penis inspected by a financial official to see if he had been circumcised.' Domitian's delight in humiliation and torture made him 'an object of universal fear and loathing, until eventually a conspiracy of his friends and most trusted freedmen, in which his wife too participated, brought an end to his rule'. He was murdered in September 96, after a reign of fifteen years.
 As for the men who followed Domitian - Nerva; his adopted son, Trajan; and his adopted son, Hadrian, to whom Suetonius personally owed so much - we get only a rumour of a dream of better days that we're told has come true:
 Even Domitian himself, they say, when he dreamed that a hump of gold sprouted out of his back, interpreted this as a sure sign that the republic was destined to enjoy happier and more prosperous times once he had gone - and sure enough, thanks to the measured and moderate behaviour displayed by the principes who followed him, so it rapidly came to pass. 

 It's often argued that Suetonius tells us more about the way the first twelve emperors were perceived in the years following their reigns than he does about the reigns themselves; that The Lives of the Caesars might more accurately be titled 'the reputations of the Caesars'. But you come away from it with a strong sense of how hard it is to disentangle those two things. Where does the life end and the reputation begin? It's doubtful that Augustus 'cared more for the wellbeing of the people than for their applause', but he must have known that giving a certain impression was the surest way to secure that applause. And it's all too tragically plausible - who knows, there may even be a lesson here - that Nero 'more than anything ... craved popularity' yet 'ended up arousing ... universal detestation'.
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Poem
Nursery Song
Rae Armantrout

Counting came first,
then worry.
Was someone missing?
'First' came afterwards.
                *
Worry came first,
as in fidgeting,
re-ordering,
                                                (secretly chewing
                                                on pencil wood
                                                or hair.)
                *
Counting came second
for worry's betterment.
There's always room for some.
There, there.
                *
She'll be coming round
a mountain
rotten with abandoned mines
leaking methane
into the air.
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I'm always in the club
Christian Lorentzen

5797 wordsIt was  in a Quonset hut south of the Potomac that Peter Matthiessen met James Jesus Angleton, 'a cadaverous, hawk-boned man with dark hair, large elfin ears and a lively intelligent face behind horn-rimmed glasses', as Matthiessen later described him in an unpublished account of his recruitment to the CIA in the autumn of 1950. They had a 'pleasant talk'. In True Nature, his new biography of Matthiessen, Lance Richardson speculates that they may have discussed poetry. Both men were proteges of Norman Holmes Pearson, an instructor in the English department at Yale. Pearson was a correspondent of Ezra Pound and Wallace Stevens as well as F.O. Matthiessen, the Harvard scholar and cousin of his pupil, who had taken his own life earlier in 1950 under a cloud of threats over his leftist leanings and homosexuality. Pearson was in these years at work on a study of Nathaniel Hawthorne; co-editing with W.H. Auden the five-volume anthology Poets of the English Language; and starting the university's American studies programme. At Yale before the war, Angleton had been a mediocre student, but he'd founded a literary magazine, Furioso, made a pilgrimage to Pound at his villa in Rapallo, and booked the poet's 1939 tour of the United States. An undergraduate after the war, Matthiessen impressed Pearson with a paper on Faulkner written in his senior year. 'Where have you been the last three years?' Pearson asked. 'You could have won the English prize!' All three were members of the Elizabethan Club, a campus literary society which, in Richardson's description, served 'afternoon tea in a series of genteel rooms, perfect for private conversation ... organised around a gargantuan walk-in safe containing a Shakespeare First Folio and a first edition of Milton's Paradise Lost'. Just think of those spooks whispering about pinkos over their cups of tea an arm's length from an expensive old book about Satan.
Matthiessen's father was an architect and a naval reserve officer decorated for his service designing simulators to train gunners to shoot down German planes. Matthiessen missed out on the action: he turned eighteen a few weeks after Berlin fell and was stuck in basic training when Truman dropped the bombs on Japan. He did laundry duty for the navy at Pearl Harbor while he waited to start at Yale. Pearson spent the war in London as chief of the X-2 counterintelligence branch of the Office of Strategic Services, assisting with Ultra, the code-breaking project at Bletchley Park. His code name was 'Puritan', and he hired Angleton out of the army to be his right-hand man. They reported to MI6, and Angleton befriended Kim Philby, a bond that would keep him sniffing for moles in the ranks for the rest of his career. After the war Angleton ran X-2 in Italy, and following the CIA's establishment in 1947 he became head of staff in its Office of Special Operations, which dealt with foreign intelligence, counterintelligence and espionage. (Election interference, sabotage and sponsorship of anti-communist guerrillas were the domain of the Office of Policy Co-ordination, the 'cowboys' to the OSO's 'librarians'.) Pearson turned down a job in Truman's State Department to go back to Yale, where he moonlighted as a talent-spotter for his old deputy.
Angleton took Matthiessen on a drive around Washington and told him that Paris was a plum assignment. Until then Matthiessen hadn't realised he'd been hired. Three months of stateside training would be necessary. Matthiessen baulked at coming down to Washington because it 'would blow my "cover" before I even had one'. Instead he ditched the teaching duties he'd taken on in New Haven and went to learn tradecraft at a safe house in Manhattan. It was 'great fun'. He and his instructor did not know each other's real names. The final test was to explain how he would go about discovering the man's identity from details gleaned during their acquaintance. He passed, and in June 1951 sailed to France with his wife of four months, Patsy Southgate. His cover - young writer at work on a novel - had the virtue of being true. He was 24 and the Atlantic Monthly had just published his first short story.
'Sadie' is set in rural Georgia and narrated by a man called Webster who goes to a stable yard because he wants to buy a few dogs. The dog he most prizes, the 'real pretty' pointer that gives the story its title, is killed before he can make the purchase by a brutish poacher called Dewey Floyd who works as a yard hand and lives in the woods. Floyd tells Webster he did it because he was drunk: 'You see, I was mighty close to them dawgs, an' that li'l one were my fav'rit. Sadie were a real stylish dawg. I jes don't know rightly what it was, how I could come to doin it. But I sure'n hell did it.' He says he could kill a man sober, eyeing his boss, Pentland.
'Sadie', as Richardson points out, has several qualities, not a few of them nicked from Faulkner, that would mark Matthiessen's more mature fiction: a lurid and exotic setting (Matthiessen had visited Jim Crow Georgia with a girlfriend he met in New York), characters' voices rendered in vernacular dialect, the theme of racism and the use of racial slurs, conflicting accounts of ambiguous crimes and a volatile, charismatic, amoral outsider at the centre. The story got him the attention of the publisher John Farrar, who passed it to Edward Weeks at the Atlantic. Matthiessen was taken on as a client by 'the toughest agent in town'. Bernice Baumgarten also represented John Dos Passos, Edna St Vincent Millay and Raymond Chandler, who sacked her for calling the Philip Marlowe of The Long Goodbye 'too Christ-like and sentimental'. She would be hard on Matthiessen's fiction as well. On receiving 35 pages of a novel in progress, Baumgarten wrote to him: 'Dear Peter, James Fenimore Cooper wrote this 150 years ago, only he wrote it better. Yrs, Bernice.'
For now, Matthiessen had a secret day job, a new wife, and time to burn. He had met Patsy in Paris in 1949 when they were both exchange students. The daughter of a State Department diplomat and a DC socialite, she was an aspiring writer and a renowned beauty. In Jane Freilicher's description, 'with her golden hair, bright blue eyes and soft-spoken voice, it came as a surprise to find that she had a mind like a steel trap - she didn't suffer fools gladly.' Matthiessen had an exciting time as a student abroad. He wrote to an old girlfriend back home: 'Our existence here continues in its usual extraordinary fashion - full, exciting, extremely stimulating and amusing, and very tiring indeed.' To his journal he confided: 'Would like to narrow social life down to N and P Southgate or somebody like her.' N was Nathalie de Salzmann, a 29-year-old divorced mother of three. From childhood she had been a devotee, like her parents, of the mystic G.I. Gurdjieff and 'the Work', his 'proprietary system for self-realisation'. 'Gurdjieff taught,' Richardson writes, 'that most people are asleep, barely conscious automatons who float through their lives without ever fully living them ... And in this state of passive sleepwalking, we mistake our mechanical reactions for who we think we are: a singular unchanging "me". But in reality we are a multiplicity of "I's", all of them different parts of a dormant true self.' As Richardson's exhaustive and insightful book shows, Matthiessen spent his life trying to wake his dormant true self. Despite his eventual success as a novelist and attainment of the status of Zen master, he kept shuffling his multiplicity of I's all the way to the grave.
Matthiessen's affair with N ended after a pregnancy scare and a rebuffed proposal of marriage. Once he and Patsy returned from their year in France, he took to spending his weekends with her at Smith. Engagement was a trend among his Yale classmates after graduation, and he fell in line. 'Much as I loved that beautiful girl,' he said, 'I also knew that I was setting aside, perhaps forever, a strong desire to travel light and see the world.' In truth none of his three marriages, or the three children and three stepchildren that came along with them, would stop him seeing the world, and for most of the time between his high school years and his death from leukaemia in 2014 at 86 he was emotionally involved with at least two women at once.
'When you're 23, it seems pretty romantic to go to Paris with yr beautiful young wife to serve as an intelligence agent and write the Great American Novel into the bargain,' Matthiessen wrote to his friend Ben Bradlee. 'Weren't you ever as young and dumb as that?' 'I'm always in the club drinking martinis,' he told an interviewer when asked to recall his younger self. 'What did I know from politics?' (Richardson doesn't find in Matthiessen's letters and journals a coherent politics, but some leftist tendencies emerge in a remark on 'the startling parallel between communist doctrine and the teachings of Jesus Christ' and in his sympathy for blacklisted celebrities like Paul Robeson, who 'got a shitty deal'.) If it were merely a matter of Matthiessen's reputation as a writer, such explanations might have sufficed, but soon after his arrival in France, he made some new friends, and they started the Paris Review. Since Matthiessen's employment by the CIA was first reported by the New York Times in 1977, the magazine has had the taint of the association. Given the tendency of its founders, their children and their editorial heirs to memorialise the magazine's beginnings incessantly, often in the pursuit of fundraising, the issue keeps raising its still un-declassified head, to the extent that many young writers have the impression that since the end of the Second World War American literature has been one big government psyop. That's why they're not getting published.
Matthiessen told interviewers variously that he 'was just running errands and carrying messages and false passports between agents in Paris'; 'sending in reports of national gasoline consumption, that sort of thing'; or reading L'Humanite, the newspaper of the Parti communiste francais, which was 'wrong-headed, ill-written, rhetorical and boring'. In his book Finks: How the CIA Tricked the World's Best Writers (2016), Joel Whitney suggested that among those Matthiessen was surveilling was Richard Wright, who was living in Paris after breaking with the Communist Party in 1944.
Richardson does not rule out Wright as an initial target, but working from Matthiessen's unpublished accounts of his CIA work, one of which is called 'THE PARIS REVIEW v. THE CIA: My Half-life as a Capitalist Running Dog', he reports that in early 1953, Matthiessen's duties shifted to the cultivation of one potential asset. 'Monsieur X' was '"a well-known French writer" who'd also made films; an older Jewish man who was committed to Stalin despite the virulent antisemitism in the Soviet Union; a party faithful who was known to peddle L'Humanite on weekends'. Richardson speculates that - 'though not a perfect fit' - this might be the Dadaist Tristan Tzara, whom Matthiessen met in the company of William Styron and considered commissioning to write for the Paris Review.
Whatever the identity of this 'near fanatic', Matthiessen's superiors pushed him too far when they ordered him to secure an invitation to join the PCF from Monsieur X: 'Right there, on that very day, I quit my first job with the CIA, telling these men that I would not submit my pregnant wife to further distress ... and also that, while I could be trusted to keep my mouth shut about the very little that I knew ... they could no longer trust my politics because I had moved left.' Thus Matthiessen set the stage for himself to become the Ramsey Clark of American letters, an establishment figure who would come to the defence of enemies of the regime: from endangered wild species to the Native American activist Leonard Peltier, who was convicted of the murder of two FBI agents on the Pine Ridge Reservation in South Dakota, a crime for which, as Matthiessen contended in his 1983 book, In the Spirit of Crazy Horse, Peltier was framed.
Matthiessen overstated things when he told Charlie Rose that he 'invented the Paris Review as cover' for his intelligence work. He got into the magazine business after being approached at Le Dome by Harold 'Doc' Humes, who recognised him from a previous meeting in Pamplona in 1949, where they were both observing the running of the bulls. For $600 Humes had purchased the Paris News Post, something like a crude Time Out, and recruited Matthiessen as fiction editor. When they got a story from Terry Southern, Matthiessen suggested that such a jewel didn't belong in a shabby listings rag and they ought to start a proper literary magazine. George Plimpton, a childhood friend of Matthiessen's, was brought on as managing editor, and Plimpton enlisted Donald Hall to solicit the poems. They did a lot of drinking together and decided not to publish criticism, placing the emphasis on short stories, poetry and interviews. Styron was around, as were Evan S. Connell, Irwin Shaw and James Baldwin, whom Matthiessen met at a poker game and failed to get a story from for the Paris News Post. Over the years Matthiessen, Humes and Plimpton would vie for credit as to who 'invented' the Paris Review. 'PARIS REVIEW C'EST MOI,' Matthiessen told Gay Talese, in a 1963 Esquire article that cemented the legend. Humes credited the name to Matthiessen. 'I am the Father of the Magazine,' he once said. 'George is the Mother.' And indeed it was Plimpton who did the bulk of the work, maintained discipline, such as it was, and carried things on for fifty years until his death in 2003.
It's true that Matthiessen's handler had told him to find a 'more visible' cover story before he became reacquainted with Humes, and that without Matthiessen's enthusiasm and roping in of Plimpton Humes's editorial efforts might not have come to much, but crediting the CIA with the Paris Review's founding is an exaggeration. When Humes and Plimpton learned of Matthiessen's spying in the mid-1960s, a decade after he'd given up his editorial duties, they weren't too pleased. 'I suppose every CIA agent must have a job of sorts,' Plimpton wrote to Humes. 'Otherwise his presence in a foreign city looks suspicious.' More contentious is the donation to the magazine by Julius Fleischmann, a dilettante from the Midwest who was throwing money around in Paris. Some of that money came through the Fairfield Foundation, a CIA front that Fleischmann ran. Whether the $1000 he gave the Paris Review was a private donation or funnelled from the CIA reptile fund is still unclear. When Plimpton asked for more money, Fleischmann turned him down.
Over two years  in Paris, Patsy had a stillborn child and then a son called Luke. Matthiessen quit the CIA just as the inaugural issue of the Paris Review went to press in 1953. Without his stipend and weary of swelling anti-American sentiment in Paris, he decided to take his family back to the US. Matthiessen had grown up in and around New York City (Upper East Side, Westchester, Stamford, Fishers Island). His father was descended from a Dane called Matthias Petersen who built a fortune by hunting 373 bowhead whales. He was famous for his exploits in Denmark, so the family adopted his name as their surname. A century and a half after his death, three of his descendants, the brothers Ehrhard, Franz and Frederick, emigrated to the United States. Ehrhard went into finance; Franz founded the precursor to Domino Sugar; Frederick started a zinc smelting company that sold bullets to both sides during the Civil War. One brother fattened the country up for slaughter, one provided the ammo and the third bankrolled the bonanza. The American combination of debt, sucrose and munitions made all three rich, a fortune consolidated when Ehrhard's son Conrad married Frederick's daughter Eda and went to work for Franz.
These were Peter Matthiessen's grandparents. His father, known as Matty, met his wife, Betty, at a Yale dance. Richardson's account of the Matthiessen clan is a catalogue of dysfunctional marriages and depressed children of distant parents. At least they were rich. On this subject Peter had mixed feelings. As a boy he felt unloved and collected snakes, which became the subjects of the poetry he started to write at fifteen:
From varied scants of spring-waked life,
Of rain-blown freshness, new-formed green,
And hungry patter, woodland scene,
Slides forth the subtle serpent lean,
With wake of silence, writhing sheen,
To edge of trees, to end of strife.

At Yale he asked his parents to have his name taken out of the Social Register (they ignored the request, to his 'rage', as Styron recalled), but a fair amount of his youth was spent living like a playboy. The double-life pattern continued when he and Patsy rented a cottage in Springs, a village at the east end of Long Island. Matthiessen fell in with local fishermen, known as Bonackers, men who spoke a dialect that came down from centuries of sea dogs. They were so coarse that the couple's housekeeper, from a middle-class African American enclave nearby, was ashamed of the association. Matthiessen tried to keep secret his profession as a writer from the Bonackers, whom he would write about in Men's Lives (1986), just as their livelihoods and folkways were being washed away by corporate fishing and gentrification spreading from the Hamptons. The Matthiessens were part of an early wave of that gentrification and among their friends were Lee Krasner and Jackson Pollock. On a night of partying at the home of the New Yorker writer Berton Roueche, Pollock kicked his feet through the windshield of Matthiessen's car as Matthiessen was giving him a ride home. Matthiessen recalled Pollock in an unpublished fragment:
Jackson all but destroyed his valuable record collection by shying his records out the window, through the window, into the stove, and increasingly, in the direction of his friends; he then picked up a carving knife and began stabbing it into the kitchen table as close as possible to our hands. When Berton jumped up, Jackson, who was much bigger, began to shove him around, and at this point, fed up, I stood up and socked him on the point of the jaw. He went down hard against the wall, where he lay dazed, staring at me. 'Nobody ever stopped me before,' he said finally. Drunk as he was, he was now quiet and calm, and told us we could go home, he would be fine.

Richardson's biography isn't short on such anecdotes. We see Matthiessen's parents scolding him for corrupting his younger brother, Carey, who was once found passed out drunk outside the front door claiming 'beer is a food.' Peter was thrown out of the family home on account of his 'insolence, absenteeism, excessive use of stimulants, speeding tickets and chronic disruption of the social order'. He described his predicament in a letter to his girlfriend Wendy:
I'll have to learn to at least keep them happy, but I don't believe I'll ever really gratify them, especially Dad. He believes me capable (and innately) of being an exceptionally fine person - of the 'Pres-of-the-Class' variety - and a pillar of society, so to speak. I am not and will not be, either ... I would, perhaps, if I were bored. But God, I'm anything but bored! For me, being model takes concentration, and anything as important as that which needs concentration needs time, and I'd spend that time laughing at myself ... in brief, I'd be two persons, and you know the one that would kick the other to death. So do I. I loathe a farce, and I'm not crazy enough about myself as it is, without trying that. It is and always has been either me or the 'me' the folks want, always a choice, and since I usually chose incorrectly, always a conflict.

The non-model 'me' was hard to shake, the incorrect choices never unusual. There is Matthiessen as a navy officer being rolled out of a cab at the gate of Moanalua Ridge after a weekend of excess in Maui; being reprimanded by an elevator operator at his Aunt Bess's Manhattan apartment when he returned home with a bag full of liquor, 'Ya wanna roon yaself? Sham on ya!'; ignoring a girlfriend at the Styrons' fifth wedding anniversary to argue 'bullshit-young-novelist-competitive-braggadocio-style', in Rose's phrase, with Norman Mailer, who was popping out of the bushes to challenge each new arrival to an arm-wrestling match. And then, through the years, there is Matthiessen the unfaithful husband, all the way up to his final illness in 2014, when his closeness to his assistant was prompting angry notes from his third wife, Maria Eckhart.
Peter and Patsy parted ways in 1956. Tied either to the fishing boat or the writing desk, Matthiessen was insufficiently domestic, always home too late or to bed too early. The marriage ended when Patsy began an affair with the couple's landlord, who was distressed after running over a local child with his truck. (The bleeding boy died in his arms.) His licence was suspended and Patsy started driving him to work in the mornings. 'Many years later,' Luke Matthiessen told Richardson, 'she told me flat out that she felt the reason she was attracted to him was because she knew that he loved her,' something she could no longer be sure of when it came to his father. After the divorce was finalised in 1958, she married the painter Mike Goldberg, and she and Luke and his younger sister, Sara, lived between Manhattan and Long Island with Goldberg and Frank O'Hara and his partner Joe LeSueur, an escape, as LeSueur put it, from 'heterosexual circles dominated by sexist, egocentric males who thought of themselves as, to use Patsy's most damning epithet, "entitled"'.
By this point, Matthiessen had published two novels. Race Rock, which he wrote in Paris, appeared in 1954 and tells the story of a young man trying to shed his privileged background, though he's not sure how: 'It's just hard to know what to do in these mixed-up times.' It culminates with a game of Russian roulette and a beach accident that kills a caretaker before the narrator takes leave of his childhood home. Partisans, published in 1955, was conceived by Matthiessen in Paris - a plot to describe to Monsieur X when he was trying to win his confidence. Without mentioning why he made the story up, he told it to Styron and Styron told him to expand it into a novel. In the finished version, a young American journalist in Paris tries to interview a Marxist revolutionary called Jacobi, a character based on Monsieur X and an avowed enemy of the young man's diplomat father, and comes under suspicion of being employed by the CIA. Matthiessen liked to tell the story of picking up a racy-looking pulp paperback about libertine Paris to read while camping in the Pacific Northwest, only to find he'd bought Partisans repackaged under a different title without his knowledge or permission.
Like Race Rock and Partisans, Raditzer, which appeared in 1961, is an existentialist melodrama written under the spell of Fitzgerald and Hemingway and drawing from autobiographical material, in this case Matthiessen's stint in the navy. The son of a prosperous lawyer is caught between his parents' expectations and his ambitions to become a painter. He ships out to Hawaii at the end of the war and never sees action but comes into contact with men from the rowdier classes, particularly the impish title character, a lowlife who sells army supplies on the black market and places his new friend in the way of temptation with an island girl called Myrna. The novel bears comparison to Philip Roth's novella 'Goodbye, Columbus', published two years earlier; both protagonists look to cross a threshold of respectability and break into a realm of bohemian possibility; each holds up Gauguin as an idol of exotic sensual possibility and contraception or abortion as the reality principle. Whatever their class differences, the American writers of that generation were all playing from the same deck. Matthiessen's final novel, In Paradise, released four days after his death, took up the Holocaust as if out of overdue obligation to the subject matter.
After the split  from Patsy, Matthiessen stopped playing at being a fisherman and started freelancing for magazines, turning in pieces that he would then expand into or collect in books. More than twenty of these appeared over fifty years, most of which can be categorised as travel and nature writing, always with a shade of political advocacy. Richardson calls him the New Yorker's 'gentleman naturalist'. The job description no longer exists, certainly not the 'gentleman' bit. He ventured into the wilderness with anthropologists, zoologists, oceanographers, palaeontologists and occasionally crackpots, a few of whom he threw in with during his decades-long search for Bigfoot, a quest that never yielded what he was looking for but introduced him to the landscapes and people that inspired his books on Native Americans as well as his trilogy of novels about the Everglades. He wrote about auks, cranes, peafowl, gulls, condors, sharks, whales, turtles, crabs, otters, beavers, badgers, bears, wolves, lions, cougars, tigers, wildebeest, elephants and zebras. Air travel was now making travel writing simpler in terms of logistics, but globalisation was rendering it both obsolete and politically suspect - however noble Matthiessen's conservationist intentions. The tendency to romanticise 'traditional people' (his preferred term later in life) as noble innocents, especially in their relationship to landscape and wildlife, never quite left him. He was taken to task for it in this paper: 'His specialty is to articulate that sense of innocent wonder at the natural world usually assumed to be the prerogative of primitive peoples,' Kathryn Tidrick wrote in the LRB of 25 February 1993. Indeed, innocence, its absence and its possible reclamation is the theme that unifies Matthiessen's fiction and non-fiction, for better and worse.
His first assignment for the New Yorker in 1957 revived a story he'd chased with Bradlee during their time in Paris, about the 1952 murder of the mayor of Orleans by his jealous wife. William Shawn accepted it and assigned the piece to the editor Sanderson Vanderbilt. When Matthiessen received a set of proofs, he replied: 'I regret very much that its editor did not consult me about what is, in effect, a complete revision. Throughout, the style seems at best uncertain, and at worst overwritten, arch and laboured. In any case, the writing is not mine, and I do not want my name attached to it.' He told Baumgarten he wanted to bomb the magazine's office. 'Count to ten,' she replied. 'Count to a hundred. This is the first money you've ever earned. Don't be stupid and blow it.' Indeed the fee for the piece exceeded his book advances. Shawn insisted that the material was very good and Vanderbilt had only put it in chronological order. They could sort it out. 'I don't think we'll be able to work together very well after the letter I sent to you,' Matthiessen said. 'Mr Matthiessen, I took the precaution of not showing Mr Vanderbilt your letter,' Shawn replied.
During the 1960s and 1970s, the New Yorker funded excursions that yielded further books of non-fiction and two novels. Matthiessen went to South America in December 1959, and gathered material both for his travel book The Cloud Forest (1961) and his fourth novel, At Play in the Fields of the Lord (1965). A thriller about American missionaries and mercenaries clashing at the edge of the jungle over the fate of a tribe downriver that the Christians have come to convert and the mercenaries have been hired to kill, it was his first work of fiction to break the bounds of autobiography. It was a commercial smash and a complex working out of Matthiessen's feelings about the encroachment of modern forces on traditional cultures through the character of Lewis Moon, a charismatic part-Cheyenne pilot who is willing to bomb the tribe until he goes to live among them and then tries in vain to save them. His advance from Random House was $15,000, but royalties and reprint rights earned him the equivalent of $3 million in today's money, according to Richardson. It came at the right time, as he now had a new wife, Deborah Love, a student of Zen Buddhism, and four children to support.
Though its point of view shifts between characters in close third-person narration, At Play in the Fields of the Lord is a conventional adventure story, comparable to works by Conrad, Maugham and Graham Greene, as reviewers - friendly and hostile - pointed out at the time. Matthiessen's next four novels were more ambitious, both formally and in scale. Far Tortuga (1975) grew out of a New Yorker assignment to visit the turtle fishermen of the Cayman Islands. Matthiessen made use of white space on the page in his narration, and rendered the fishermen's speech in their Caribbean dialect, making scrupulous use of hours of tape recordings he made in the Caymans in the late 1960s. The book polarised reviewers. In the New York Times alone, Robert Stone said 'its pleasures are many and good for the soul,' while Anatole Broyard called it an 'unrelieved bore'. Its formal experimentation had put Matthiessen at loggerheads with his editor at Random House, Joe Fox, who had done much to perfect the structure of At Play in the Fields of the Lord. Far Tortuga would bring their professional relationship, if not their friendship, to an end. They were still fighting about the book over Thanksgiving dinner in 1995. (Fox died six days later.)
Even more protracted were the editorial labours expended on Matthiessen's last major work of fiction, the Edgar Watson trilogy (Killing Mr Watson, Lost Man's River and Bone by Bone) that appeared in the 1990s. He had delivered Random House a very long manuscript before realising he could publish it in three volumes, with the boon of collecting three substantial advances. The novels were revised and republished in one volume under the title Shadow Country in 2008 and won the National Book Award.
More and more  in his fiction, Matthiessen made a fetish of the Faulknerian device of multiple, conflicting and elliptical points of view. The tendency is tamed in At Play in the Fields of the Lord. For all the hyperbolic reactions to it, Far Tortuga is a fine if difficult novel that teaches you how to read it as the narrative advances through foul weather. Shadow Country in its final form is a heap of jumbled repetitions about the life of Edgar Watson, a real-life sugar planter on the south-west coast of Florida accused of various crimes, including multiple murders, who died at the hands of a mob of his neighbours in 1910. The first volume is told by a rotation of dozens of neighbours and relatives, speaking in various forms of swamp hillbilly dialect. The next book, told in the third person, follows Watson's descendants, who try to piece together the truth of his legend. The final volume is narrated by Watson himself in a higher register. It's hard to defy the blurb from Don DeLillo that appears on the cover of the current edition - 'His writing does every justice to the blood fury of his themes' - but just as hard to call Watson a hero or villain deserving of this epic treatment.
The National Book Award was the redemption of what Matthiessen saw as his true calling as a writer: as a novelist rather than an author of non-fiction. He often compared the former occupation to that of a sculptor and the latter to that of a carpenter or furniture-maker. He is the only American writer to have won the National Book Award for both fiction and non-fiction. He remains better known as the author of The Snow Leopard, which won the non-fiction prize. In 1973, Matthiessen joined the zoologist George Schaller on a trek through Nepal to the Crystal Monastery in the Himalayas. Schaller wanted to observe the bharal, or blue sheep, in rut. Matthiessen was making a pilgrimage, 'a journey of the heart', as he put it. Deborah had died of cancer in 1972. During their years together he had converted to Zen Buddhism and they'd taken many trips on LSD. She is the subject of some mournful confession in The Snow Leopard, but the bits about 'D' are few and fall like grace notes. The bulk of the text is a diaristic present-tense account of the journey, lyrical descriptions of landscapes and the pair's progress in the company of porters and sherpas. There is much exposition of Buddhist notions, some engaging, some rote and familiar in the manner of an encyclopedia. The book's comic climax is a detailed observation of bharal in rut, with Matthiessen doing his best to stay close but elude their detection. He and Schaller also collect a lot of snow leopard scat but never glimpse one in the flesh.
Occasionally Schaller breaks in to swear at a porter or reject modern society, anticipating one of Wes Anderson's parodic visions of vulgar American adventurers abroad. These two guys have gone to great trouble to watch sheep fuck and pick up cat shit, after all. Some of Matthiessen's Buddhist pronouncements are trite. 'Did you see the snow leopard? No. Isn't that wonderful!' But there's an endearing quality to the moments when the chronicler of tough guys and killers allows himself to sound silly, and the man of many 'I's' and 'me's' reveals himself as a permanent little boy:
Disputing the path is a great copper-coloured grasshopper, gleaming like amber in the sun; so large is it, and so magical its shimmer, that I wonder if this grasshopper is not some old naljorpa, advanced in the art of taking other forms. But before such a 'perfected one' can reveal himself, the grasshopper springs carelessly over the precipice to start a new life hundreds of feet below. I choose to take this as a sign that I must entrust myself to life and thanking the grasshopper, I step out smartly on my way.
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Studying is harmful
Iza Ding

2696 wordsIt's  almost impossible to read any work on meritocracy without being reminded that the word was first used in mid-20th-century Britain to portray a dystopian society, a rigid caste system in which a smug elite claimed power on the basis of superior effort and ability. But it was imperial China where meritocratic ideals were first brought to life. The keju, or imperial civil service examination, selected scholar-officials who had mastered the Confucian canon - after years, if not decades, of study - for entry into the ruling elite. The exams were initially restricted to nominees, but by the early seventh century eligibility had expanded to most free men. This was centuries before European leaders began to debate whether to extend the franchise beyond propertied males.
Some historians believe the keju represented a commitment to excellence among the ruling class; others argue that by uplifting commoners, it helped Chinese emperors to weaken their aristocratic rivals. It was never without its critics, and became a stimulus of dynastic crisis at several points during the 1300 years of its existence. Revolutionaries, more than anyone, resented the keju. Hong Xiuquan, the failed scholar who led the Taiping Rebellion of 1850-64, sat it four times without success before proclaiming himself the younger brother of Jesus, chosen by God to overthrow the corrupt dynasty bolstered by its travesty of an exam. He very nearly succeeded. A few decades later, in a bid to modernise and fend off Western encroachment, the Qing court abolished the keju altogether. Suddenly, millions of young men who would otherwise have been buried in the Four Books and Five Classics found themselves with nothing to do. Many joined the revolution that ended two millennia of imperial rule in 1911. Yet forty years later, only three years after the Communist Party came to power, the state restored a national examination system.
Mao, like Hong Xiuquan, hated exams. On the centenary of the fall of the Taiping Rebellion, a movement he admired, he railed against standardised testing: 'Our method of conducting exams is a method for dealing with the enemy, not the people.' A proper exam, he suggested, would publish the questions in advance and let students trade places and copy one another's answers. 'Too much studying is harmful,' Mao insisted, noting that few top scorers in the keju had gone on to accomplish great things. Two years later, the education system collapsed in the Cultural Revolution. Urban students were sent to the countryside to 'learn from peasants' after China nearly fell into civil war. But even Mao couldn't undo China's exam culture. For centuries, exams had been not just the preferred but the only way to staff the governing class - a lasting, if not always happy, marriage between personal ambition and state purpose. As soon as Mao was gone, Deng Xiaoping brought exams back. The most significant returnee was the national college entrance exam, the gaokao.
Today, more than thirteen million teenagers (and some adults) take the gaokao each June. The tests are conducted over several days, under tightly controlled conditions. Universities in China don't look at personal statements or hold interviews. Only test scores count: in history, geography and politics for the liberal arts track; physics, chemistry and biology for the science track; and Chinese, maths and English for everyone. The questions are strictly guarded and double anonymity is enforced between the candidates and markers. For weeks, the gaokao dominates the news.
Performing well in the exam can be life-changing. The highest scorers become national celebrities, lauded in the press and given gifts - cash, cars, even flats - by eager patrons in the private sector. Top universities enter scholarship bidding wars to secure their enrolment. A degree from one of these universities offers entry to the upper rungs of Chinese society. The gaokao has been called a rite of passage, a great equaliser and a ritual of China's secular religion, education. Its political weight and its status as a recurring spectacle of collective fervour have led to comparisons with the US presidential election. In a country plagued by corruption, the gaokao is remarkably clean. 'Open and competitive' are the watchwords of democratic elections, but they are also the defining features of China's exam empire. Exams are its functional substitute for the ballot box. The gaokao is more than a test; it's an enduring political institution.
Ruixue Jia and Hongbin Li, two of the authors of The Highest Exam, have taken the gaokao, and they combine their analysis with memoir. Jia, a professor of economics at UC San Diego, is from rural Shandong and had never been on a train or plane before university. Li, who taught at Tsinghua University in Beijing before moving to Stanford, grew up in a factory town in Jilin, northern China, in the 1970s, when the gaokao - along with most of the education system - had been dismantled by the Cultural Revolution. Both won places at universities in Beijing by excelling in the exam - Li after Deng restored it in 1977, Jia in 2000 with support from her adoptive family - and then went on to doctoral studies abroad. On the basis of their own careers, one might expect them to praise the gaokao. Yet the evidence they assemble exposes the hidden inequalities of the great equaliser.
The most important of these is the rural-urban divide maintained by the hukou or household registration system, which determines access to schooling and social services according to birthplace. According to Jia and Li, in 2003 only 7 per cent of children from the poorest rural counties entered any kind of college, against nearly half of their urban peers; six in a thousand rural high schoolers reached a top university. The figures have improved but remain stark: by 2015, 35 per cent of rural students were going to university, compared to 51 per cent of urban students.
Chinese children receive nine years of (compulsory) free education. The final three years of secondary school are subsidised by the state, but the amount parents spend on education varies widely. While working as a tutor to secondary school students in Beijing in the early 2000s, Jia realised that in affluent districts nearly every student was getting extra help. Urban students are four times as likely to receive private tutoring than their rural counterparts, and they get a further advantage from the regional quota system: each university fixes its own provincial allocation, with higher quotas for local students. Because the best universities are in major cities, their residents have an easier path to admission: 14 per cent of students from Beijing and Shanghai enter the highest-ranked universities, compared to only 3 or 4 per cent in Jia's home province, Shandong. Families pay a fortune for property in coveted school districts. A 550-square-foot flat costs more than a million dollars in some parts of Beijing - more, the authors note, than an equivalent home in Palo Alto. Lower-income households devote almost two-thirds of their earnings to education; the authors call it 'a tax on China's poor'. Attempts to disentangle admissions from place of residence or expand quotas for poorer provinces have met with fierce resistance from middle-class urban parents. When the government banned private tutoring in 2021, the industry simply went underground (the ban is no longer rigorously enforced). The families that could afford one-to-one tuition, as opposed to group classes, suffered least.
Why does such an unfair system endure? The authors argue that the answer is political: the exam empire serves its rulers. In the days of the keju, as now, the goal of the exam was 'to develop the next batch of talented individuals working for and loyal to' the government. A centralised education system makes it easier to mould faithful citizens. The regional quotas limit competition between provinces, and ethnic minorities are pacified with score boosts and preferential quotas. More important, the gaokao has maintained faith in social mobility. A perception of fairness, especially among the less fortunate, has lent legitimacy to the political order. The system will continue as long as the losers believe that they, and not the system, are to blame for their lack of success.
Throughout The Highest Exam, the authors compare the gaokao to the American college admission system. In doing so, they weigh American schools against Chinese schools and American values against Chinese values. Reflecting on his experience raising his daughter in Beijing's Haidian district and Palo Alto, Li writes that Chinese schools instil discipline while American schools foster curiosity and social skills. 'Eighth grade,' he concludes, 'is the ideal time for a move to the US. At that point, [children] have a solid foundation in maths and Chinese and disciplined working habits that will allow them to succeed in challenging courses in American high schools.' Li's family moved from China to the US, but in recent years many have made the opposite journey. For first-generation immigrants like Jia and Li, it is natural to measure home against the adopted country, but at times their book feels more like a comparison of Beijing and Palo Alto than of two diverse nations.
'Which country's education system do we favour most?' the authors ask. Their focus is largely on Chinese weaknesses and American strengths. The American system, they argue, is less rigid, more holistic and more market-driven, while China's 'centralised hierarchical tournament', with its emphasis on standardised testing and state-directed curricula, risks squandering unorthodox talent: 'How many Chinese Einsteins is the system stifling?' They doubt that China, in its current form, can prevail in its technological competition with the US, and are wary of Beijing's massive investment in STEM education, not least because STEM has been siphoning students from economics, once a highly prestigious degree in both countries.
Jia and Li believe that the Chinese state, unlike the US, misallocates resources and steers talent from efficient private enterprises into the public sector. Their argument that innovation is the province of free-market, free-thinking entrepreneurs is still in some quarters the orthodoxy (it is made by last year's Nobel laureates in economics, Daron Acemoglu and James A. Robinson, in their book Why Nations Fail). But less so than a few decades ago; it has for some time been under siege. Mariana Mazzucato points out in The Entrepreneurial State (2011) that many of the most important recent technologies - including the internet, GPS, touchscreens and the microchip - were underwritten by government investment. Postwar Japan, South Korea and Taiwan owed their economic miracles not to laissez-faire politics but to entrepreneurial states that marshalled credit, protected infant industries and subsidised research. Silicon Valley relies on state largesse in the form of Pentagon contracts, Nasa spending and grants from the Defence Advanced Research Projects Agency. In China, private firms such as Alibaba and DeepSeek have benefited from local government support such as tax subsidies and policies designed to attract talent. Tu Youyou, China's Nobel laureate in medicine, discovered artemisinin, a chemical now used widely to treat malaria, while working as a state employee on a government project.
National competitiveness may not be the best way to conceive of what an education is for. For all their differences, China and the US share a utilitarian impulse to treat education as an investment and to measure their citizens' worth by their contributions to corporate profit or GDP. Jia and Li don't spend much time on the emotional or psychological experience of students, parents and teachers preparing for the gaokao, though this aspect of the exam is as consequential for Chinese society as its economic dividends. Hengshui High School in Hebei province is an extreme case; it operates like a military camp, with physical punishments and emotional abuse that have reportedly driven several students to suicide. Yet anxious parents continue to send their children there, in the hope that, once the scores are posted, the ordeal will have been worth it. In spite of its flaws, the gaokao's equalising power outstrips the admissions machinery of American universities by a wide margin. In China, children from the wealthiest families are 2.3 times more likely than the poorest to attend top universities; in the US, the gap is nearly elevenfold.
The US route to success, though less heavy on exams than its Chinese counterpart, is often just as demanding. American teenagers have to participate in a range of extracurricular activities and 'leadership experiences' to get into the best colleges. In his book Excellent Sheep: The Miseducation of the American Elite and the Way to a Meaningful Life (2014), William Deresiewicz writes of his students at Yale: 'Look beneath the facade of affable confidence and seamless well-adjustment that today's elite students have learned to project, and what you often find are toxic levels of fear, anxiety and depression, of emptiness and aimlessness and isolation.'
China's gaokao factories and America's college-industrial complex are not accidents. They are the logical outcome of a global system that has mistaken education for investment and human life for capital. Michael Young's warning about a new educated elite in The Rise of the Meritocracy, the satirical novel that popularised the word, was in fact embraced as an ideal. While astute social commentators understood that achievement can't be dissociated from varieties of privilege, meritocracy became - over the second half of the 20th century - democracy's operating principle, furnishing it with a ruling class. Today's democratic leaders, almost without exception, have degrees from elite institutions - including self-styled populist 'outsiders' such as Donald Trump (University of Pennsylvania), J.D. Vance (Yale), Boris Johnson (Eton, Oxford) and Marine Le Pen (Paris 2).
The global populist  wave has exposed the failure of meritocracy, whether democratic or authoritarian, to honour its promises. In China, the backlash can't be expressed at the ballot box, but it permeates public discourse. The Highest Exam cites surveys showing that in the 2000s, Chinese citizens were more likely than their counterparts in Japan, Europe or the US to believe that success is a consequence of ability and effort, with Americans trailing only slightly behind. More recent surveys, however, register a sharp decline in such beliefs. Were China to embrace multi-party elections tomorrow, it is not hard to imagine a right-wing populist party attracting much support in rural, inland provinces - leaving the CCP, a more urban, elitist party, as China's Democrats. When meritocracy struggles to fulfil its promises, the claims of those in positions of power inevitably seem suspect.
Last year's Harvard commencement ceremony showed how deep the suspicion now runs. Yurong Jiang, a Chinese graduate of the Kennedy School of Government, delivered an address on global poverty and women's rights that earned applause from her classmates but caused outrage at home. Her critics paid less attention to her words than to her pedigree: boarding school in the UK, Duke, then Harvard. Others dismissed the speech as vapid and self-indulgent, contrasting her with Megha Vemuri, an Indian American student who had made a pro-Palestine speech at MIT's commencement ceremony. (Vemuri was barred from the degree ceremony and hounded online by Hindu nationalists.) Jiang defended herself on Weibo, insisting that her achievements were down to hard work. Chinese netizens bristled: how could someone whose parents could afford to send her abroad present herself as having overcome adversity? Jia and Li disavow the idea that their accomplishments are fully deserved, even though neither comes from a privileged background, but many other members of the elite cling to the naive belief they've earned their place by effort alone.
A system that promises social mobility and civic cohesion instead delivers an entrenched hierarchy, humiliation for the excluded and anxiety - sometimes even despair - for the successful. Steering education onto a corrective course, in both China and America, will require economists and philosophers to think in concert. It isn't enough to debate the way to choose the 'best and brightest' for Stanford or Tsinghua - whether by means of an exam or a cocktail of extracurricular activities, athletic ability, community service and personality tests. As long as so few students win admission, and as long as admission is one of the only reliable paths to a decent future, parents and students will do whatever they can to get ahead, at whatever cost.
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Diary
In the Amazon
Alexander Clapp

4103 wordsTwo thousand miles  north-west of Rio de Janeiro, the Javari Valley is a swathe of the Brazilian Amazon larger than Scotland and accessible only by boat or helicopter. Its ecological riches and isolated tribes - sixteen known groups, the largest concentration of uncontacted peoples on earth, with drones intermittently detecting the vestiges of other tribes - have tempted outsiders for decades. Residents from the rest of the country have been barred from entering the Javari since 1996 on account of the danger they pose to native populations. But they come all the same, catching motorbike-sized arapaima, hauling away hardwood trees and killing Indigenous people through disease - nearly a tenth of the reserve's six thousand inhabitants died between 2000 and 2010 - or violence: when a group of isolated Korubo was contacted in 1996, one in three had gunshot fragments in their bodies. For the cartels, the Javari is an operations hub. It borders Peru, where coca is harvested, and Colombia, where narco-profits are often laundered, and provides a tangle of waterways leading deeper into Brazil, the world's second largest cocaine market. For missionaries, meanwhile, the Javari is the final frontier - 'the darkest, densest, hardest to reach place in all South America', in the words of a helicopter pilot working for the New Tribes Mission.
For the journalist Dom Phillips, the Javari Valley represented a test for the Amazon and its future. 'More threatened than it had been in decades', the region was contending with 'contamination from heavy pollutants, illegal gold mining barges entering its rivers to the east, armed commercial fishing gangs prowling and ranchers pressuring its southern edges'. If the most remote part of the jungle couldn't fend off such intrusions, the future of the rest of the Amazon seemed hopeless. During his first trip to the region, reporting for the Guardian in 2018, Phillips shadowed an expedition that travelled six hundred miles across the reserve by foot and boat. An Indigenous group - the Marubo, first encountered a century earlier by Peruvian rubber tappers - had begun receiving visits from unclothed nomads with long hair who stole knives and bananas, occasionally leaving behind offerings of freshly killed rodents. Who were these people, and what did they want? Over the course of seventeen days, the team's leader, Bruno Pereira, an official at Brazil's Indigenous affairs agency, Funai, related forest wisdom between mouthfuls of boiled monkey brain; a pair of Korubo provided security, carrying tribal bludgeons on their shoulders and tracking wild boars and sloths. By the end of the expedition no signs of the uncontacted tribe had been found other than a series of plant stalks bent at 45-degree angles. 'More pieces to the jigsaw puzzle helping create an understanding of this isolated group,' Phillips wrote.
By the time he returned to the Javari in 2022, Jair Bolsonaro had come to power and started making good on his promise to turn the Amazon's 'rich lands' full of 'poor Indians' over to development and extraction. He gutted environmental agencies, forced Indigenous experts like Pereira out of their jobs and put an evangelical pastor in charge of Funai's Uncontacted Tribes Unit. Phillips was on a research trip for a book he was writing about the Amazon and how it might be spared irreversible destruction. On the morning of 5 June, he and Pereira were preparing to leave Sao Rafael, a village on the northern edge of the reserve. In the wake of Bolsonaro's election in 2018, it had increasingly fallen to Indigenous scouts to patrol the Javari's thousands of miles of waterways, looking for illegal fishermen and torching the barges of bandit gold miners. Phillips had come to tell their story. The two men's destination was Atalaia do Norte, a community a dozen miles up the Itaquai river. A photograph taken that morning shows Phillips sitting in a canoe, speaking to a local man in a black cap and camouflage cargo trousers who is holding a child in a green shirt. Phillips is recording the conversation on his phone. Minutes later some of the villagers watched as he and Pereira cast off in a narrow aluminium boat with a 40-horsepower engine. Pereira had a chrome .380 Taurus pistol; Amarildo da Costa de Oliveira, a poacher known as 'Pelado' who lived a few bends up the river, had recently fired a round in his direction, and the previous afternoon had passed Sao Rafael in his speedboat with a bandolier of shotgun cartridges round his waist.
Phillips had texted his wife a few days earlier: 'I probably won't have signal again until Sunday. I love and miss you.' At midday on Sunday she still hadn't heard from him. That afternoon, Indigenous scouts began searching for Phillips and Pereira. Two days later they were joined by police and military units. On the fifth day an Indigenous searcher spotted slash marks on a tree trunk beside the river, suggesting that a boat with a propeller had slammed into the bank. A day later, investigators searching in a remote swamp found a spoon, a knife and cargo trousers like those worn by Phillips. At last, ten days after Phillips and Pereira went missing, Pelado started talking. He led officials into the woods behind his house where the bodies of both men were found buried beneath several feet of mud. They had been burned and dismembered.
In 1968, the British writer Norman Lewis arrived in the Amazon to find that Brazil's military dictatorship was on the verge of finishing - by chainsaw, shotgun and Bible - what the conquistadors had begun more than four hundred years before. In the thirty years that had passed since Claude Levi-Strauss catalogued their myths and customs, the number of Bororo had dropped from thousands to hundreds. In the 1930s, there were ten thousand members of the Cinta Larga; by the 1960s five hundred remained. In 1963 a rubber firm called Arruda, Junqueira & Co had hired a pilot to drop dynamite on the tribe's largest village before sending in gunmen to finish off the survivors - a massacre that, had a participant not confessed his role to a priest, would probably never have become public knowledge. Many such incidents went unreported in the postwar campaign to clear the Amazon of its last tribal populations; the new state slogan, 'a land without men for men without land', was true enough for the hundreds of thousands of Brazilian families lured from the shanties of Rocinha and the plains of Goias to a jungle threaded with new highways and divided into plots of forest that were given away to anyone who pledged to remove half of the trees. In 1541, European explorers sailing down the Amazon had passed as many as twenty villages a day, according to the chronicler Gaspar de Carvajal - many scholars believe that the basin's population exceeded eight million. By 1970, fewer than a hundred thousand of their descendants were still living in the forest.
By the time Phillips came to Brazil, these Indigenous populations were at once more protected and more vulnerable than they had been during the decades of military rule. Following pressure from Survival International (founded in response to Lewis's reporting from the Amazon for the Sunday Times) and Funai, Brazil's 1988 constitution recognised the right of Indigenous peoples to their ancestral lands and obliged the state to protect them against incursion. Indigenous territories were demarcated, illegal airstrips were destroyed and settlers were expelled in cargo planes. By 1992 more than two hundred reserves had been established across the country. But cordoning off remote areas of forest, most of them too large for the state to defend and all rumoured to contain precious resources, often made tribal lands more attractive to intruders, and sometimes to neighbouring Indigenous populations. The Javari Valley was a case in point. In 1996 it was sealed off from the rest of Brazil, at least in theory; but illegal gold miners continued to trespass, and as late as 2017 gold prospectors could still go into a bar and boast of having just murdered ten tribespeople. Another consequence of the bureaucratic protection of native lands was that, from the 1990s, many of their most prominent defenders were no longer Indigenous, but environmentalists, lawyers, activists, scouts and journalists who came from other parts of the country.
Phillips wasn't an obvious heir to this tradition. When he arrived in Brazil at the age of 43, he didn't write about politics or the environment. He'd cut his teeth as a reporter two decades earlier on London's rave scene. His pieces for the dance music magazine Mixmag ranged from gonzo dives into drugs to profiles of DJs. In 1992 he coined the term 'progressive house'; he became Mixmag's editor the following year. In 2007 he decided to move to Brazil to finish Superstar DJs Here We Go!, a book about rave culture and its commercialisation. He met his second wife there and began learning Portuguese. He covered the 2014 World Cup for the Washington Post and, two years later, reported on the Rio Olympics for the Guardian.
In How to Save the Amazon (Bonnier, May 2025), the half-finished manuscript Phillips left behind which was completed by his friends and colleagues, the Guardian journalist Jonathan Watts suggests that two reporting trips in 2015 were responsible for Phillips's awakening. For the Washington Post, he helped profile an Indigenous group called the Guajajara who, fed up with illegal loggers ransacking their reserve, decided to form their own militia, tying up intruders and burning their trucks; in response, the loggers began introducing alcohol to the Guajajara, 42 of whom were murdered between 2000 and 2018. Then, in a dispatch for the Guardian, Phillips tracked the fallout of the collapse of a tailings dam near the south-eastern city of Mariana, which sent sixty million cubic metres of toxic sludge down four hundred miles of riverways, killing nineteen people and smothering thousands of acres of wetlands.
As Phillips came to see it, the deforestation of the Amazon was the work of a stupendously profitable interlocking network of corporate and political actors. 'You don't have to look far in the Brazilian Amazon to find people breaking the law,' he writes in How to Save the Amazon: 'the articulated truck, loaded with enormous logs'; 'the nurse at an isolated health post on an Indigenous reserve, obliged to tend bullet wounds and snake bites in miners who shouldn't even be there'; 'the sprawling cattle ranch whose skinny animals range among charred tree trunks'; 'the wrecked flatbed trucks, lacking doors and bonnets and licence plates, like props from the Mad Max films'. In the Brazilian interior, legality 'exists in a separate dimension, where people only need to pay it passing attention from time to time'.
But Phillips also came to see that there was a parallel story which hadn't been properly told: the emergence of a resistance network of experts. Many were from Indigenous groups like the Guajajara. Some worked for NGOs; others were botanists or agronomists or acai harvesters. Scattered across the Amazon, largely unaware of one another's existence, they were attempting to fish, grow food and cut down trees in a way that ensured the generations that followed them could do the same. Many faced threats and had been killed. For Phillips, their collective knowledge was akin to the jungle's Indigenous languages and plant remedies, wisdom to be documented before it disappeared.
Bruno Pereira was part of this network. The son of a sales executive, he grew up in the coastal city of Recife. In 2010 he was hired by Funai and sent to the Javari. The local Marubo were convinced that a mistake had been made: the new gringo was too ungainly to help patrol their land. But Pereira won them over after lugging a heavy antique radio battery hundreds of miles from one end of the valley to the other. Over the next decade he absorbed all the Indigenous knowledge he could, learning five native languages, memorising tribal chants, taking ayahuasca with the elders and, in 2014, acting as a peace broker in a bloody dispute between a group of isolated Korubo and a Matses village. He observed Indigenous society - its deference to a forest with which it aspired to exist in equilibrium - and concluded that there was no other way to live. By 2019, however, the greatest threat to Pereira and the Indigenous of the Amazon was the state that employed him. When Bolsonaro slashed funding for Funai and fired its leadership, Pereira took a leave of absence and thought about his next move. He decided to stay in the Javari and shore up its defences, helping to lead a new patrolling outfit of mostly Indigenous scouts and securing drones, GPS trackers, security fencing and camera traps.
According to his confession to the police, Pelado was sitting on his porch a few miles up the Itaquai from Sao Rafael when he saw Phillips and Pereira's boat. He grabbed his 16-gauge shotgun, some modified lead ammunition used for hunting, and fetched a neighbour. 'Let's go kill him,' he said, referring to Pereira. Phillips and Pereira probably didn't hear the 60-horsepower black speedboat behind them. Phillips took a shot to the ribs; Pereira managed to fire several shots despite his back being peppered with bullets. Over the next few hours Pelado called in other local fishermen to help him conceal the crime. They sank Pereira's boat with six sacks of clay and moved the bodies three kilometres away.
Pelado's confession may have settled the immediate question of who killed Phillips and Pereira. The bigger question - one that Phillips himself repeatedly asked during his reporting on the murder of activists and environmentalists across the Amazon - is why, despite having made many documented threats against Pereira, Pelado was convinced he could get away with murder. He is currently in a high-security prison awaiting trial, having retracted much of his original confession. He now claims that he never intended to murder either man. He only acted in self-defence - Pereira fired at him first.
Pelado's family had moved to Brazil's north-west corner during the dictatorship, and he grew up in the Javari Valley. He was four when a pair of Petrobras oil surveyors were clubbed to death by Korubo warriors; in retaliation, settlers burned several of the tribe's longhouses and distributed poison-laced flour to its members. Seven years later, one of Pelado's relatives led a band of fifteen settlers into the woods, where they murdered three Korubo and tossed their corpses in a river. 'We are civilised,' his aunt later insisted. 'We are not Indians.'
In 1996 more than thirty thousand square miles of territory was cordoned off to form the Javari Valley Indigenous Territory. Officials swept through the valley, building watchtowers, establishing river checkpoints and evicting all non-Indigenous residents. But the settlers didn't go far. Calling themselves 'os sem rio' (the riverless), many of them moved into wooden structures on stilts that they built along the northern edge of the reserve. The election of Bolsonaro promised a return to the frontier years of military rule. He openly lamented that a North American-style genocide of native populations had never taken place in Brazil. After thirty years spent struggling to keep fishermen like Pelado out of the Javari, Funai agents were being laid off. For the riverless, a return to their parents' land and its unexhausted reserves of arapaima and gold seemed possible again. The only thing standing in the way was Bruno Pereira and his Indigenous scouts. 'If we kill Bruno,' Pelado told a relative in a bar in a conversation later related to a journalist, 'we'll be the bosses of everything here.'
In the Guardian's podcast series Missing in the Amazon, the paper's Latin America correspondent, Tom Phillips, says that one could view the murder of Dom Phillips and Pereira as the result of a clash between two incompatible conceptions of the Amazon. Pereira came to the Javari Valley and saw it as something to be protected at all costs; Pelado grew up in it and saw it as something to be exploited. But, as Tom Phillips points out, this interpretation assumes that Pelado was acting of his own accord. Brazilian investigators have since pieced together a more complicated story, one in which Pelado was a cog in a system he himself may not have fully understood. It's not improbable that Pelado - who had an expensive speedboat and an arsenal of weapons, who could call on accomplices from across the valley to help cover up his crimes and who seemed peculiarly confident that he could murder a celebrated indigenista and a foreign journalist without repercussions - was getting money from, and was answerable to, something more powerful than a local poaching network.
Last February  I travelled to Leticia, the second most violent town in Colombia, thirty miles from where Pelado shot Phillips and Pereira. It hugs an 18-mile strip of asphalt; everything must be brought in by barge or plane. Yet Leticia owes its existence to what the rest of the world could extract from its environs. In the early 20th century, speculators descended on a belt of rubber trees running through the heart of the Amazon. Then as now, Brazil, Peru and Colombia were unable to assert much control over the territory or to agree on who owned the river islands that appeared then vanished with the rain. 'There is no law there,' a Peruvian colonel complained. 'The strongest, the one with the most rifles, owns the justice.' From that vacuum emerged a company state, run by the London-registered Peruvian Amazon Company, whose atrocities - at least forty thousand Indigenous people were enslaved and worked to death - were exposed by Roger Casement in 1911. Over the next decades the rubber boom ended, but Leticia kept growing. It became a magnet for uprooted tribespeople, Mennonites, sex traffickers, spies for the guerrilla group FARC, currency exchangers and murderers. In 2019, Pereira's right-hand man was shot twice in the head in front of his family while riding his motorbike through the town's Brazilian quarter.
Today, Leticia has a fish market that specialises in decapitated arapaima with fatty meat that is dislodged using ice-cream scoops; it's likely that many have been trafficked out of the Javari. Contraband continues to move across the Amazonian tri-border, where police are rotated out every six months to prevent their loyalty being bought by gangsters and, as in the adjacent Javari Valley, ventures such as the illegal fishing of arapaima are presided over by transnational groups whose main business is cocaine.
One morning a Tikuna man called Anderson agreed to show me his plantation. We set out down the Amazon, past naval gunboats, fleets of canoes bearing schoolchildren and floating casinos. After three hours Anderson steered us down a thin dark river that coiled towards the Javari Valley. We passed a wooden tower marking the border with Peru; a few soldiers nodded at Anderson, seemingly unfazed by the possibility that we might have been transporting chemicals for cocaine production - on many days, that is what he's doing. An hour later, we began to be able to make out a jumble of neon blue vats in a swamp. A pitched black tent sheltered the 'laboratory': a rusting iron scale, some tarps for drying leaves and several tubs of cement mix and bootleg petrol used to manufacture paste. Up a muddy incline, an expanse of jungle had been cut down and replanted with acres of coca. A single towering tree remained, offering shade to a dozen pickers; the foreman signalled a water break by getting his parrot to squawk repeatedly. I asked Anderson who his boss was. 'Many bosses,' he answered uncertainly. 'They live in Bellavista.'
This is a grungy town an hour away, on the Peruvian side of the river, where the cacique, a local Tikuna chief missing all but his two front teeth, told me that outsiders now arrived every few months by plane, landing at an airstrip cut out of the jungle. They started coming fifteen years ago and had since set up around 150 labs up and down the river. Sometimes the police attempted to stop production and flew helicopters over Bellavista, but this was mostly to keep up appearances; Peruvian officials pocketed their cut (estimated by the cacique at $1000 per lab each month) and turned a blind eye. Cocaine brought money to Bellavista, some of which was used to buy exercise books for schoolchildren and build infrastructure in the town, but the influx of cash had another effect: almost all the teenagers and adults had stopped fishing and farming and now picked coca leaves for a living.
In October 2022, four months after Phillips and Pereira were killed, Indigenous activists returned with metal detectors to the stretch of swamp where Phillips's cargo trousers had been discovered. They were looking for Pelado's shotgun but instead found, deep in the mud, Phillips's notebooks and Pereira's phone. The last photograph of Phillips - the one showing him sitting in a boat in Sao Rafael - was salvaged from the phone's memory chip. When he was first questioned by the police, the fisherman in the photograph denied any involvement in the killings. But a later search of his phone records revealed that, in the six days between Phillips and Pereira's arrival in the Javari and the day following their murder, the fisherman had 419 calls with a figure the Brazilian authorities have come to refer to as 'Colombia'.
This man, whom Brazilian police have named as Rubens Villar, is emblematic of the fluidity of the jungle's triple border. Possibly born in a fishing village up the Amazon from Leticia, he has Peruvian, Brazilian and Colombian identity cards, each with a different name and date of birth. Hardly anything is known about his true identity or who he was working for. When asked about him, locals tend to pretend they didn't hear the question. What is clear is that, by 2022, he was based on a peninsula on the Peruvian bank of the Javari, where, police believe, he acted as an intermediary between wildlife poachers and cocaine traffickers, handling the export of arapaima out of the Amazon and arranging the import of weaponry and cash into it. It was 'Colombia' who, according to the Brazilian authorities, provided the motorboats and ammunition Pelado used to kill Phillips and Pereira. His communications with the Sao Rafael fisherman raise the possibility that the murder was not a spontaneous act but an organised hit. For four days, the movements of the two men along the Itaquai were in all likelihood being monitored, discussed in the fishing villages of the Javari, then relayed up the criminal ladder of the Amazon.
In the final episode of Missing in the Amazon, Beto Marubo - one of Pereira's closest friends and a representative of the Indigenous Peoples of the Javari Valley - is asked about the Amazon's future. He outlines a grim scenario, in which an ecosystem chronically vulnerable to exploitation may soon become the world's biggest and most uncontrollable gangland. For all the worries about deforestation reaching a point at which the Amazon begins emitting more carbon than it absorbs, there's another future, probably a closer one, in which criminal organisations - better funded and organised than the states claiming to combat them - decide who comes and goes on what they see as their turf and enrich themselves by destroying patches of wilderness as they see fit.
The trial of the men charged with murdering Phillips and Pereira - 'Colombia', Pelado and Jefferson da Silva Lima, who accompanied Pelado in the motorboat - is expected to begin this spring in Tabatinga, which abuts Leticia on the Brazilian side of the border, before a jury that is likely to include fishermen and smugglers. In late 2024, charges against a fourth suspect were dropped on grounds of insufficient evidence. Meanwhile, despite Lula's election, it seems increasingly unlikely that the efforts to bring the killers of Phillips and Pereira to justice will develop into a broader campaign against the destruction of the jungle and the impunity of poachers and loggers - to say nothing of the corporate and financial interests profiting from its devastation. Federal police, sent back to the Javari Valley in the wake of Lula's victory, have since been withdrawn again. Along the Itaquai, arapaima fishermen and gold miners are back in business. An Indigenous campaigner against illegal fishing was recently approached by two men who invoked the killings of Phillips and Pereira: 'Wise up or the same thing will happen to you.'
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