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modern Vietnam, and he 

shows it in this nuanced, fair- 
minded, deeply humane book. 

Destined to be a standard 
work on the subject.” 

—FREDRIK LOGEVALL, 
Pulitzer Prize–winning 
author of Embers of War

“Powerful and compelling. 
Paying careful attention 
to Vietnamese voices as 

well as those of colonizers, 
Christopher Goscha 

constructs a narrative that 
sets Vietnam in context, and 
makes it for western readers 
so much more than a half-

remembered event in the Cold 
War. . . . A brilliant account.” 

—RANA MITTER, 
author of Forgotten Ally

“A vigorous, eye-opening 
account of a country of great 

importance to the world, 
past and future.” 

—KIRKUS REVIEWS
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His Final Battle: 
The Last Months of  
Franklin Roo sevelt
by Joseph Lelyveld. 
Knopf, 399 pp., $30.00

Russell Baker

Needing to remove Vice President 
Henry Wallace from the Democrats’ 
1944 election ticket, President Roo-
sevelt sent him on one of those foreign 
junkets contrived to refresh sagging 
egos in the warming balm of publicity. 
This one took Wallace to China, Mon-
golia, and Siberia. At his departure, 
the president said, “I think you ought 
to see a lot of Siberia.” Wallace appar-
ently heard nothing disturbing in the 
president’s advice, so treated 
himself to a journey of 27,000 
miles that lasted fifty- one 
days. It was a suicidally long 
absence from the political 
battlefields back home where 
Wallace’s future was being 
decided by Democratic Party 
bosses who wished him no 
good. Wallace was out of 
the vice- presidency before 
realizing that the president 
wanted him off the ticket but 
couldn’t bear to hurt his feel-
ings by saying so.

I have learned this from 
His Final Battle, Joseph Lely -  
veld’s splendid and richly 
detailed portrait of Franklin 
Roo sevelt in the final months 
of his life. Lelyveld’s sub-
ject—those “last months”—
would seem to bode a heavy 
onset of melancholy reading, 
but nothing about FDR will 
long submit to gloom. There 
is too much of the hero about him. His 
heroic refusal to let polio prevent him 
from becoming president has become 
an American folk tale constantly told 
and retold in movies, television, and lit-
erary best sellers for audiences not too 
citified to enjoy a good sob and a happy 
ending. 

Roo sevelt is entering his sixties when 
Lelyveld’s story begins, and he is still 
fighting his own body’s attempts to be-
tray him. Sixty was older then than it 
is today, and after twelve years in the 
presidency his appearance sometimes 
left visitors alarmed. In his memoir 
of interviewing him that year, Turner 
Catledge, a respected reporter for The 
New York Times, recalled that at first 
glimpse of the president he was so 
“shocked and horrified” that he had an 
impulse to turn and walk out. He felt 
he was “seeing something I shouldn’t 
see,” he wrote, describing the president 
with a “vague, glassy- eyed expression” 
and mouth “hanging open,” a man who 
“would lose his train of thought, stop 
and stare blankly at me.” 

Stories like this help explain why 
Democrats were eager to be rid of Wal-
lace. He forced them to ponder a bleak 
reality: to wit, that presidents some-
times died, and that, when one did, the 
vice-president instantly became presi-
dent. Or to put it bluntly, that Henry 
Wallace could suddenly become the 
next president of the United States.

It was a joyless prospect for loyal 
party Democrats. They had disliked 
Wallace ever since FDR forced him 
onto the ticket in 1940. He was an in-

tellectual from Iowa, and a former Re-
publican who had never shown much 
interest in the Democratic Party. There 
was also a bizarre story about a rela-
tionship with a man he called “Guru,” 
a story that might be damned hard to 
explain to American voters unfamiliar 
with the swami culture from the Hima-
layas with which Wallace was said to be 
involved. 

Never mind. The election was still 
weeks away, and with Roo sevelt’s 
power and cunning, Wallace’s chance 
of becoming president could be swiftly 
terminated with a Siberian tour.

The real reason for dumping Wallace 
was probably Roo sevelt’s sense that 

Wallace simply wouldn’t do if there 
came a time when the country needed 
a successor to Franklin Roo sevelt. The 
president, however, did not pursue his 
vice- president problem with great ur-
gency—it is a rare person who is eager 
to discuss his own death with gusto, 
Lely veld observes—and finding some-
one to replace President Roo sevelt was 
not a pleasant task if you happened to 
be President Roo sevelt. 

The choice turned out to be Harry 
Truman, of course, but the how and 
why of the Truman selection has al-
ways been a bit of a mystery. Books 
have been written about it and there 
are so many variations and contradic-
tions that a precisely accurate account 
is unlikely ever to be had.

This reflects Roo sevelt’s preferred 
way of operating. He liked to promote 
confusion, uncertainty, and misunder-
standing among colleagues and friends. 
It was his way of “keeping his op-
tions open,” a Washington phrase that 
means never letting anyone know what 
you are going to do until you have done 
it. Conforming to this principle, Wal-
lace’s demise was never announced. 
Wallace himself did not grasp the bad 
news until the nominating convention 
met weeks later. Political news like this 
was spread soundlessly in the subtle 
gestures and attitudes that were the 
political brotherhood’s silent language. 

Lelyveld devotes a chapter titled 
“The Great Tantalizer” to accounts 
of FDR brazenly teasing some of the 
party’s grandees who are pressing him 
for the vice- presidency so they can 

become president when he dies. It is 
like a comedy by Molière: a canny ex-
ploiter of human frailty, beset by men 
who want to be president, imposes 
cruel disappointment on those most 
certain they will win the prize. In the 
competition that involved Henry Wal-
lace, both Wallace and former Supreme 
Court Justice Jimmy Byrnes arrived at 
the nominating convention absolutely 
assured that they were going to win. 
The person who had told them so was 
the person who was to make the final 
choice—the president. Afterward he 
told them they had misunderstood, that 
he had given them nothing more than 
his best personal judgment about how 
the convention delegates would vote. 
Weeks after Wallace’s trip to Siberia 
he was, Lelyveld tells us, still shocked 
to discover that he had been on the dis-
card pile for months. 

When the vice- presidency problem 
finally became acute, FDR was fac-
ing a calendar that made 1944 heavy 
going even by presidential standards. 
As commander in chief, he had the D- 
Day attack at Normandy and invasion 
of Europe high on his summer agenda. 
Having made himself the one- and- 
only master of American diplomacy, 
he had vital meetings ahead with Win-
ston Churchill and Joseph Stalin. That 
meant exhausting long- distance travel. 
Because 1944 was an election year, the 
vice- presidential business had to be 
settled by summer but—far more im-
portant—Roo sevelt himself had to de-
cide whether to run for another term.

There was every reason not to. His 
health was poor, and he must have re-
alized that another campaign would 
be a physical ordeal too precarious 
for a sensible person to contemplate. 
It would be his fourth term; jeering 
Republicans noted that two had been 
enough for George Washington. 

With the wisdom of hindsight, 
though, it is hard to see how he could 
have escaped it, if only because being 
president had become a way of life. 
Though all his medical advice indi-
cated the job might kill him, he had 
grown into it. It was what he did and 
who he was. His love for it was so obvi-
ous that millions would have cried out 
in disbelief if told that he was quitting. 
That Roo sevelt would still be presi-
dent after eternity ended had become 
a national joke. He couldn’t resist just 
one more campaign, could he? Espe-
cially when he had persuaded himself 

that he was the party’s only plausible 
candidate. 

Yet old friends and family were now 
disturbed by visible signs of frailty. 
His hand shook when he lifted his cof-
fee cup. His shirt collars seemed to be 
much too big. Ed Flynn, Democratic 
boss of the Bronx and one of FDR’s old-
est political friends, had been keeping a 
professional eye on him lately and ex-
ercised friendship’s privilege by telling 
him that he no longer had the stamina 
for the job and ought to quit. There was 
also a somber opinion from Dr. Frank 
Lahey, founder of the Lahey Clinic, 
who had examined him. Lahey had left 
a memorandum that was kept from pub-
lic disclosure until Roo sevelt had been 
dead for sixty- two years. Maybe that 
was because it revealed doctors play-
ing fast and loose with the presidential 
medical news back in the 1940s. Lahey 

wrote that Roo sevelt was 
unlikely to survive another 
term, and that the president 
had been so informed. The 
note was dated July 10, 1944. 
The next day Roo sevelt an-
nounced that he would run 
for a fourth term.

Everybody seemed aware 
that the president had a 
medical problem of some 
sort, but nobody knew pre-
cisely what it was. Political 
medicine differs from medi-
cal science because news 
of a physical sickness may 
quickly produce a terminal 
political ailment. The usual 
treatment in FDR’s day was 
to lie about it, and if that was 
impractical, to pretend it was 
merely a trifling seasonal ail-
ment, a touch of bronchial 
discomfort perhaps, left over 

from last winter’s touch of flu. “Good 
as new in a day or two” was a common 
prognosis from doctors too scared to 
speak truth to ailing politicians.

Roo sevelt had been receiving such 
reports for years from his regular phy-
sician, Admiral Ross McIntire. An 
otolaryngologist specializing in ear, 
nose, and throat diseases, the admiral 
was Voltaire’s Doctor Pangloss in Navy 
blue, dispenser of always cheery medi-
cal analysis that puzzled the president’s 
family because it did not seem relevant 
to the decline they were witnessing in 
the president’s health. Anna Boettiger, 
Roo sevelt’s daughter, finally told Mc-
Intire that she wanted to know what 
was wrong with her father. McIntire 
apparently groused a bit but assembled 
an impressive team that included Dr. 
Howard Bruenn, a cardiologist trained 
at Johns Hopkins and Columbia Pres-
byterian hospitals.

Until then, Lelyveld says, FDR had 
never been examined by a heart spe-
cialist, though cardiology was already 
an advanced branch of medicine. So 
much for presidential health care in 
1944. After Bruenn’s first day on the 
job he became a daily presence in 
FDR’s life, and in his death, too—he 
was at Warm Springs with the president 
when he died.

Interviewed years later, Bruenn said 
Roo sevelt was in “God awful” condi-
tion at their first meeting. His examina-
tion notes described “a diseased heart” 
that had “become enlarged and shifted 
away from its normal location in the 
chest.” The president’s face was “very 

The Heights of Charm

Winston Churchill, Franklin Delano Roosevelt, and Joseph Stalin at Yalta, February 1945
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grey,” indicating a possible oxygen defi-
ciency in the blood. His blood pressure 
was “a worrisome 186/108.” All the evi-
dence pointed to “an alarming enlarge-
ment of the heart, induced by chronic 
high blood pressure.” Bruenn’s notes 
said, “heart was enormous.” 

His diagnosis was “acute conges-
tive heart failure,” specifically “left 
ventricular heart failure.” Lelyveld 
observes that this would have been 
explosive political news in 1944 and 
may explain why it was kept from the 
public for twenty- six years. Heart dis-
ease nowadays seems so common that 
the public no longer tends to think it a 
death warrant. Heart attack now seems 
to be viewed as one of life’s daily risks, 
like being run down in the street by a 
motorist making a phone call. Technol-
ogy was not so advanced in the 1940s. 
It had not yet provided doctors with the 
modern arsenal of defensive weaponry 
now available to cardiologists. As Lely-
veld notes:

There were no tiny catheters with 
balloons on the ends with which to 
perform plaque- clearing invasive 
surgeries; there were no statins, 
beta blockers, ACE inhibitors, ef-
fective blood thinners, echocar-
diograms, stents . . .  In 1944, the 
best that up-to-date doctors like 
 Bruenn were able to manage was, 
basically, to limit the strain on the 
heart by limiting the patient’s ac-
tivities and diet. 

In short, Lelyveld concludes, “A war-
time president was to be told that he 
needed to sleep half his time and reduce 
his workload to that of a bank teller.” 

What Bruenn’s report told the few 
permitted to see it was quite different 
from the report Roo sevelt gave his news 
conference shortly after the examina-
tion. His problem, the president said, 
was “a lingering bronchitis.” His White 
House doctor, the “unfailingly loyal” 
Admiral McIntire, replied to press 
questions without once using the word 
“cardiologist” or mentioning cardiac 
problems. There were some slightly de-
bilitating “residuals” of the flu, he said, 
and an “ensuing bronchitis” that exer-
cise and sunshine could readily dispose 
of. The message seemed to be “Good 
as new in a day or two.”

Medical advice must have figured 
heavily in the thinking of the small 
group of professional politicians who 
decided to make Truman the next vice- 
president. They were certainly aware 
that it was not just a vice- president they 
were choosing but quite possibly the 
next president too. FDR himself obvi-
ously had final right of approval, but 
the short list of candidates was based 
on consultation with a small group of 
party leaders he respected and whose 
advice he occasionally took seriously. 

The decisive factor seems to have 
been their respect for Truman’s charac-
ter, which suggests they may have been 
thinking seriously about what would 
be best, not just for the party, but for 
the country too. Well liked within the 
party, Truman was regarded by his col-
leagues as hardworking, serious, and 
honest. Roo sevelt did not know him 
very well and did not seem passionately 
interested in the decision. At the time 
he seemed more interested in a diplo-

matic scheme of his own to cultivate a 
personal relationship with Stalin, but 
he was not too obsessed with Stalin to 
deny himself the pleasure of a boyish 
joke on Truman. 

As Lelyveld tells it, on the day the 
convention opened in Chicago, Tru-
man was summoned to the hotel suite 
of Robert Hannegan, the party chair-
man. Hannegan handed him an open 
phone receiver so he could listen to a 
transcontinental call that the president 
and the chairman were staging exclu-
sively for his benefit. “A familiar voice 
boomed out” of the telephone, Lely-
veld writes. 

It asked whether Hannegan had 
gotten “that fellow” lined up. 
Hannegan said something about 
a stubborn Missouri mule. “Well, 
tell him,” the voice said, “that if he 
wants to break up the Democratic 
Party in the middle of the war, 
that’s his  responsibility.” Bang. 
That was all. The call had been 
terminated at the other end.

“By one account,” Lelyveld says, “the 
first words out of Truman’s mouth were 
‘Oh shit.’ By another, they were ‘Jesus 
Christ.’” 

Something must be said about Roo-
sevelt’s charm. It was one of his most 
powerful political assets. It made him 
irresistible to voters, and it made him 
a lifelong lover of women. His wife dis-
covered this only after bearing him six 
children. There was a familiar story—
the usual cache of love letters carelessly 
left lying around—and it might have 
ruined life for a woman less extraordi-
nary than Eleanor, who cried in pain 
and left his house and the marriage bed 
after Franklin provided her a house 
of her own and promised never to see 
his lover again, a promise he was still 
breaking on the day he died. By then 
their relationship had become some-
thing like a political deal. 

His charm had many uses. It ani-
mated the theatrical figure that FDR 
projected over the political landscape 
with the stately patrician voice, the 
cigarette holder set at a jaunty go- to- 
hell angle, the actor’s skill at telling a 
funny story in a way that made it really 
funny instead of the usual combination 
of personal insult and sour mirth that 
passes for political wit. It was a good- 
humored era in domestic politics. With 
movies, radio, and a boom in sassy ir-
reverent writing, politics was becoming 
entertainment. It needed stars, needed 
characters, needed charming perform-
ers. The Depression was the worst of 
times, and for many, so was the war, 
but Roo sevelt with his charm seemed 
to make things less worst.

Aware of his power to charm, he 
made a serious effort to test it on Jo-
seph Stalin, the brutish Communist 
tyrant leading the Soviet Union in 
the war against Hitler. This may have 
been the oddest diplomatic develop-
ment in the endgame being played out 
as the war was ending. It began with 
Roo sevelt’s conviction that Soviet co-
operation with the West was essential 
to creating a peaceful postwar govern-
ing system, and that he was the person 
uniquely capable of making the Soviet 
Union cooperative. The famous Roo-
sevelt charm would be applied to the 
famously difficult dictator in a test to 
shape the future of the postwar world.

Lelyveld thinks the president had a 
fixation on Stalin, and after meeting 
him in Tehran in 1943 came away be-
lieving he could lure the dictator into 
a mutually advantageous relationship. 
The president seemed so confident 
about his ability to influence Stalin, 
Lelyveld writes, that 

he’d long since signaled to Chur-
chill that he saw the taming and 
courtship of Stalin as his personal 
project, a crucial step on the road to 
the international order that would 
have to be built on the ruins of war. 

In a handwritten letter to Churchill, he 
said, 

I think I can personally handle Sta-
lin better than your Foreign Office 
or my State Department. Stalin  
hates the guts of all your top peo-
ple. He thinks he likes me better.

Roo sevelt’s claim to exclusive rights 
with Stalin finally irritated Churchill, 
and when FDR proposed that he meet 
alone with Stalin, presumably in a test 
of his charm theory, Churchill’s re-
sponse was just slightly short of steamy: 
such a meeting, with the British side ex-
cluded, would be a boon to Nazi pro-
paganda and a “serious and vexatious” 
blow to Britain, he replied. Churchill’s 
chief goal at this stage was to protect 
the old British Empire from destruc-
tion by communism’s Stalin and capi-
talism’s Roo sevelt, both of whom were 
opposed to preserving Britain’s impe-
rial colonial system. 

This was just a small signal of the 
potential trouble lying in the unnatu-
ral alliance that was created to win the 
war. Much greater divisions would soon 
appear. The alliance was a grotesque 
political creation from the start, since 
only the most desperate need to stop 
Hitler could have united brutish Soviet 
communism and rapacious Western 
capitalism long enough for them to put 
aside mutual hostilities and make a se-
rious attempt to respect each other.

Roo sevelt seems to have thought 
that the alliance’s brief hour of success 
might be an opportunity for the victori-
ous powers to work together in arrang-
ing a postwar peace. By the end of 1944, 
however, it appeared that events were 
ending the opportunity. A series of vic-
tories by the Red Army had left  Hitler’s 
Wehrmacht in ruins on the plains of 
Russia and in the blasted streets of cit-
ies from Poland to Stalingrad. When 
the war ended it was the Soviet army, 
not the Wehrmacht, that was unstop-
pable, and Eastern Europe had fallen 
into the custody of the dictator Stalin. 

Having won the ground game, Stalin 
seemed unlikely to succumb to charm. 
Rougher passions now influenced his 
behavior. Swollen with his military vic-
tories in Eastern Europe, he had little 
reason for genial discussions with next- 
door neighbors. Inclined perhaps to 
show his new strength by doing some-
thing heavy- handed, he tightened his 
grip on Eastern Europe, producing 
what diplomats call a “chill.”

President Roo sevelt won reelection 
in November, was inaugurated in Janu-
ary, and died in April, three months 
into his fourth term. After that came 
the cold war and atomic weapons and 
a new diplomatic policy called “mutual 
assured destruction.” Lelyveld shows 
with clarity and shrewd judgment how 
it came about. 

In Memoriam
TONY FEHER

1956 – 2016

hirambutler.com

© Timothy Greenfield-Sanders
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The New York Times hails this “entertaining, chivalrous” 
celebration of the writing and editing life

T H E  A CC I D E N TA L  L I F E
A SAVVY FAX 
FROM THE 
DEAN OF THE 
OLD SCHOOL. 
A fan’s notes from 
a man who, before 
the apocalypse, 
edited and often 
befriended many of 
his literary heroes. . . . 

He [ate] oysters with 
James Salter; golfed 
while on LSD with 
Hunter S. Thompson 
and George Plimpton.” 
—Dwight Garner, 
   The New York Times

SWAGGER, A POETIC 
SENSE OF WONDER, 
AND A GORGEOUSLY 
HUNGOVER SOUL.”
—Bill Buford

“A BRILLIANT 
EDITOR AND A 

DANGEROUS 
THINKER.” 

—Susan Casey

GLORIOUS, 
an affectionate 

and knowing tour 
of contemporary 

literature and 
journalism, full of 

essential insight 
into editing, writing, 

and living on one’s 
own terms.”

—Steve Coll

A GREAT READ. 
 McDonell knew the 

wildest writers, 
edited most of them, 

and he remembers.”
—Roy Blount, Jr.

         

ELOQUENT. . .  McDonell [is] as fi ne 
a magazine editor as I have known. Extraordinary 

moments [are] laid out nimbly.” 
               —Jim Kelly, The Wall Street Journal 

                          KNOPF               AAKNOPF.COM 

“

“

“

“
“In this memoir, some of the most colorful titans ever to walk 

this earth indeed live up to their legends.”  —TIME

McDonell has led the beau 
ideal of the editor’s life. 

And he’s got it down on paper. 
In both cases, he has done it 

better than anyone anywhere.” 
—Graydon Carter

““

“
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Map: Collected and Last Poems
by Wisława Szymbor ska,  
translated from the Polish  
by Clare Cavanagh  
and Stanisław Bara czak. 
Mariner, 447 pp., $16.95 (paper)

Wisława Szymbor ska (1923–2012) was 
awarded the Nobel Prize in 1996, but 
she came of age in the late 1930s, in Po-
land; and to judge by the evidence in 
Map: Collected and Last Poems, her 
wit and judgment were sharpened and 
her disposition of char-
ity deepened by the war 
years. Yet Szymbor ska 
was always an artist in a 
broader sense than per-
sonal history or world his-
tory allows. She worked, 
early on, as an illustrator 
of children’s books, and 
this detail of her experi-
ence seems pertinent; it 
goes with her ability to 
seize an image for imme-
diate use, a sixth sense for 
the moment when a pause 
is needed, or when the 
reader’s patience for in-
dicative statement has run 
out. She was an artist of 
eye and ear (both consid-
ered as parts of the mind). 
And she was gifted with 
the responsive humor and 
tact that can make a per-
son seem a peer, a famil-
iar presence, far outside 
her native environment. 

As we are made to feel 
throughout this gener-
ous volume, Szymbor-
ska addresses her readers 
with the candor of an 
unheralded neighbor—
someone we never met 
but were always curious 
about when we saw her 
passing by. The impres-
sion of familiarity is ordi-
nary and at the same time 
magical; and it has been 
strengthened by some of 
the most effective and colloquially vig-
orous translations of poetry in modern 
English. Perhaps that is all that ought 
to be said by a reviewer who does not 
read Polish. In these versions by Clare 
Cavanagh and Stanisław Bara czak, 
Szymbor ska’s poems seem the direct 
transcriptions of a person speaking 
her thoughts without any intervening 
medium.

Her poems loiter with intent and 
pick out occasions for wonder in the 
most taken-for-granted animals, min-
erals, or vegetables. What is there to 
say about an onion? It is white and fi-
brous and uniform, layer after layer the 
same from the outside in. The onion 
may appear to be a monotony void of 
tint or texture. Szymbor ska denies this 
and asks us to imagine, on the contrary, 
that it might be human innards that de-
serve reproach:

Our skin is just a cover-up
for the land where none dare go,
an internal inferno,
the anathema of anatomy.
In an onion there’s only onion
from its top to its toe,

onionymous monomania,
unanimous omninudity.

The redundancy of the acrid bulb and 
root was an unlooked-for elegance, 
after all.

An element of sheer play is promi-
nent in Szymbor ska—she wants to 
surprise herself—though Diaghilev’s 
“Astonish me!” would strike her as a 
pretentious demand. Her wit is never 
merely verbal, and her perceptions 
seldom shape themselves into an aph-

orism or fling off the sparks of an epi-
gram (nor does one want them to). A 
favorite subject is the chance encoun-
ter—“happenstance,” as she calls it—a 
good word for the welcome intrusions 
of life, the moments that cannot be 
planned but are as rewarding as happi-
ness is supposed to be. Her love of the 
everyday phenomena of experience, 
for their own sake, is brought forward 
in “Moment” with the unguarded free-
dom of earnest statement: 

Woods disguised as woods alive 
without end,

and above them birds in flight 
play birds in flight.

This moment reigns as far as the 
eye can reach.

One of those earthly moments
invited to linger.

Invited by whom? If Szymbor ska 
meant that she issued the invitation, 
she would have said so. It is rather as 
if life, the master of appearances, had 
laid out the scene, an invitation to the 
onlooker. 

“No Title Required” speaks of a sim-
ilar moment, but with scope for medita-
tion on why it should interest the poet:

It has come to this: I’m sitting 
under a tree

beside a river
on a sunny morning.
It’s an insignificant event
and won’t go down in history.
It’s not battles and pacts,
where motives are scrutinized,
or noteworthy tyrannicides.

Here as elsewhere in 
Szymbor ska’s work, a 
tacit argument is unfold-
ing behind the scene. 
History assigns no signifi-
cance to the experience 
she describes; and what 
index other than history 
could serve to classify the 
events of our lives? “And 
yet,” she replies, “I’m sit-
ting by this river, that’s a 
fact.” The moment is irre-
ducible, it has a past, and 
so does the author, and so 
does the scene; and you 
can name the tree (a pop-
lar): it has been there for 
years, and the path was 
beaten by the footsteps 
of many travelers; and a 
wind blew the clouds in, 
and soon will blow them 
away. 

Still, the moment is a 
thing in itself (Szymbor-
ska says), without event, 
yet “just as grounded, just 
as definite” as any world-
historical crossroads. “An - 
niversaries of revolutions 
may roll around,/But so 
do oval pebbles encircling 
the bay.” The poem there-
fore continues to regard 
with aplomb the things 
that are passing:

So it happens that I am  
 and look.

Above me a white butterfly is 
 fluttering through the air

on wings that are its alone,
and a shadow skims through my 

hands
that is none other than itself,  

no one else’s but its own. 

When I see such things,  
I’m no longer sure

that what’s important
is more important than  

what’s not.

Szymbor ska has great consistency 
of tone and temperament. Her col-
lected poems establish the integrity of 
a career that spanned half a century 
without any need for a prose trot, sub-
headings, or captions to prove an argu-
ment. If a change is noticeable in the 
later poems, it comes from a relaxed 
readiness to watch herself as a poem 
unfolds, or sometimes as it fails to crys-
talize. She now has less need of an oc-
casion, a subject clearly marked: but 
there is no loss of energy. 

One of the best poems of this flu-
ent and tentative kind, “Perspective,” 

yields a street scene observed by the 
poet from a window. A man and a 
woman have passed each other like 
strangers, but she thinks she can rec-
ognize by their postures that they were 
lovers. Or is this a fancy? In fact, they 
passed each other without any gesture. 
Maybe they were not the people she 
thought they were; but she is tempted 
by the fancy—because “just for a mo-
ment” it held her—and “I try in this 
chance poem/to persuade you, oh read-
ers, /it was sad.” 

A sadness that many poems return to 
comes from the relationship of the liv-
ing to the dead—above all, the impo-
tence of both the living and the dead to 
know what they should know in order 
to give enlightenment or consolation. 
“The Letters of the Dead” is a great 
poem spoken in a single breath:

We read the letters of the dead like 
helpless gods,

but gods nonetheless, since we 
know the dates that follow.

We know which debts will never 
be repaid.

Which widows will remarry with 
the corpse still warm.

Poor dead, blindfolded dead, 
gullible, fallible, pathetically 

prudent.
We see the faces people make 

behind their backs.
We catch the sound of wills being 

ripped to shreds.
The dead sit before us comically, 

as if on buttered bread,
or frantically pursue the hats 

blown from their heads.
Their bad taste, Napoleon, steam, 

electricity,
their fatal remedies for curable 

diseases,
their foolish apocalypse according 

to Saint John,
their counterfeit heaven on earth 

according to Jean-Jacques . . .
We watch the pawns on their 

chessboards in silence,
even though we see them three 

squares later.
Everything the dead predicted has 

turned out completely different.
Or a little bit different—which is 

to say, completely different.
The most fervent of them gaze 

confidingly into our eyes:
their calculations tell them they’ll 

find perfection there.

Such a calculus of “perfection” belongs 
properly to the dead. The living, if we 
are free enough and alive enough, must 
recognize that perpetual improvement 
is only a confidence trick we play on 
ourselves.

Some of Szymbor ska’s most fully 
achieved poems carry titles that show 
her variety almost as well as quotations 
can: “Commemoration,” “Atlantis,” 
“The Monkey,” “Rubens’ Women,” 
“I am too close . . . ,” “A Film from the 
Sixties,” “Report from the Hospital,” 
“Dinosaur Skeleton,” “Interview with 
a Child,” “Thank- You Note,” “The 
Old Turtle’s Dream,” “The Onion,” 
“Archeology,” “View with a Grain of 
Sand,” “On Death, Without Exaggera-
tion,” “Our Ancestors’ Short Lives,” 

The Genius of a Neighbor
David Bromwich

Wisława Szymborska, Kraków, 1984; photograph by Joanna Helander
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The Distracted Mind
Ancient Brains in a High-Tech World 

Adam Gazzaley and Larry D. Rosen

“Gazzaley and Rosen’s work is brilliant and 
practical, just what we need in these techno-
human times.”

—Jack Kornfi eld, Author of The 

Wise Heart

Experience
Culture, Cognition, and the 

Common Sense

edited by Caroline A. Jones, David Mather, 
and Rebecca Uchill

A book that produces sensory experiences 
while bringing the concept of experience 
itself into relief as a subject of criticism and 
an object of contemplation.

Copublished with the Center for Art, Science & Technology 
(CAST), MIT 

The MIT Press

mitpress.mit.edu

Fascist Pigs
Technoscientifi c Organisms and 

the History of Fascism

Tiago Saraiva

“Written with verve, intellectual clarity, 
and smoldering indignation, this important 
new book records the birth of the ‘rough 
beasts’ of an alternative modernity.”

—Ken Alder, Northwestern University

Fantasies of the Library
edited by Anna-Sophie Springer 
and Etienne Turpin

“When we think of the library we often focus 
on its systems of order—the even-spaced 
rows of shelves, the discrete call numbers 
on the spines of books. But Fantasies of the 

Library reveals that our experience of the 
library is instead one of chaotic discovery 
and unexpected interconnections, a true re-
fl ection of the often nonlinear and dreamlike 
state of our own minds.”

—Dan Cohen, Executive Director, Digital 
Public Library of America 

Thirtyfour Campgrounds
Martin Hogue

“. . .an engaging and provocative com-
mentary on leisure as many people know 
it today.”
—Richard Longstreth, George Washing-
ton University 

“. . .a work of landscape photography and 
land art, uncannily integrating site, nonsite, 
website, and campsite.”

—Matthew Coolidge, Director, Center for 
Land Use Interpretation

Ecologies of Power
Countermapping the Logistical 

Landscapes and Military Geographies 

of the U.S. Department of Defense

Pierre Bélanger and Alexander Arroyo

“Bélanger and Arroyo recalibrate how we 
understand relations of military and urban 
space, expertly linking disparate and often 
invisible logics and landscapes. A graphical 
masterpiece, Ecologies of Power is essen-
tial reading for anyone interested in how 
the world is being made.” 

—Charlie Hailey, author of Camps: A 

Guide to 21st-Century Space

 

Impossible Languages
Andrea Moro

“Can human language vary in limitless ways? 
Or are there impossible human languages? 
In this beautifully written and insightful 
work Andrea Moro draws on his work on 
language and the brain to make a powerful 
case for there being intelligible limits to pos-
sible human languages.”

—Barry C. Smith, University of London, 
coeditor of The Oxford Handbook of Phi-

losophy of Language 

What a City Is For
Remaking the Politics of Displacement

Matt Hern

“Matt Hern’s What a City is For not only 
offers a brilliant analysis of the violence 
of urban dispossession and displacement 
in settler-colonial contexts, it envisions a 
radically alternative view of the city grounded 
in a decolonized conception of land and 
sovereignty.”

—Glen Sean Coulthard, author of Red 

Skin, White Masks
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“Sky,” “Cat in an Empty Apartment,” 
“Parting with a View,” “Slapstick,” 
“A Little Girl Tugs at the Tablecloth,” 
“A Few Words on the Soul,” “Teen-
ager,” “Foraminifera,” “To My Own 
Poem.” And then there is the poem 
about a snapshot of Adolf Hitler as a  
toddler. 

How his parents love him! How cute 
is that baby boy!—and words of dot-
ing praise sound richer in German, 
as Szymbor ska must have known—
goldig or schnuckelig (golden boy, 
snuggle-puss). So the parents squeeze 
and primp the baby, dandle and dim-
ple him, chuck him under the chin and 
smother him with adoring diminu-
tives. Who can resist? The poem is not 
rigged, as a lesser ironist might have 
made it, for a slam-bang final stanza 
ushering in tanks and bombers and 
concentration camps. Nothing of the 
sort. It is a snapshot of the infancy 
of a leader, and there the poem ends. 
The baby could turn into anyone. His 
parents were not wrong; none of it had 
to be and no one is superior to the  
event: 

No one hears howling dogs,  
or fate’s footsteps.

A history teacher loosens  
his collar

and yawns over homework.

Another poem of roughly the same 
family, “Dinosaur Skeleton,” serves as 
an antidote to the modern self-conceit 
of landing “on the right side of his-
tory” (or in this case, the right side of 
the evolutionary chain). A guide in a 
museum of natural history is address-
ing a mature audience—an audience 

accorded a status somewhere between 
docile citizens and the apparatchiks of 
a one-party state: 

Beloved Brethren,
we have before us an example of 

incorrect proportions.
Behold! The dinosaur’s skeleton 

looms above—

Dear Friends,
on the left we see the tail trailing 

into one infinity,
on the right, the neck juts into 

another—

The poem builds up an extended com-
pliment to the successor creature, hu-
manity itself, by comparison with the 
sorry endowments of the dinosaur:

Gentle Citizens,
nature does not err, but it loves  

its little joke:
please note the laughably small 

head—

Ladies, Gentlemen,
a head this size does not have 

room for foresight,
and that is why its owner  

is extinct—

Doubtless the superiority of Homo 
sapiens was always evident to eyes 
that could see; our moral greatness 
can, it seems, be deduced from the 
aesthetic delicacy of our frame and  
features:

Distinguished Guests,
we’re in far better shape in this 

regard,

life is beautiful and the world  
is ours—

Venerated Delegation,
the starry sky above the thinking 

reed
and moral law within it—

Most Reverend Deputation,
such success does not come twice
and perhaps beneath this single 

sun alone—

Inestimable Council,
how deft the hands,
how eloquent the lips,
what a head on these shoulders—

Supremest of Courts,
so much responsibility in place of 

a vanished tail—

Hamlet’s dignified praise of humanity, 
“What a piece of work is a man!,” finds 
an echo in the penultimate stanza—
“how deft the hands,/how eloquent the 
lips”—but the echo is strangely mixed 
with a memory of his address to the 
skull of Yorick: “Where be your gibes 
now? Your gambols? . . . Quite chop-
fallen?” The irony here is partly car-
ried by that complex echo, but also by 
the decision to conclude the poem with 
a dash instead of a period, which makes 
the human creature another dinosaur 
trailing head and tail into infinity. 
Someday our species may be explained 
by a tour guide of a different shape. 

What do people want? asks Szymbor-
ska. The usual answer, it strikes her, is 
not less than everything. Our appetites 
are nonnegotiable, a knock at the door 
that must be answered. Thus “No End 
of Fun” speaks of a random human 
specimen: 

So he’s got to have happiness,
he’s got to have truth, too,
he’s got to have eternity—
did you ever!

The phrase “did you ever!” turns into 
the poem’s inevitable refrain. 

Can we say that the taste for eternity 
is any more secure than the taste for 
beauty? In Symborska’s survey of “Ru-
bens’ Women,” this awareness becomes 
the motive for exhilarated description: 

Titanettes, female fauna,
naked as the rumbling of barrels.
They roost in trampled beds,
asleep, with mouths agape,  

ready to crow.

Transported by those images, the cura-
tor sings out his giddy praise for a dated 
idiom of beauty:

O pumpkin plump! O pumped-up 
corpulence 

inflated double by disrobing
and tripled by your tumultuous 

poses!
O fatty dishes of love!

A humorless reverence for art 
through the ages and the heroes of 
history may spring from the melan-
choly of the human creature trapped 
by the limits of existence. Forever, says 
Szymbor ska, is an attempted remedy 
for the curse of knowing we are here 
for a while. So the poem “Life While-
You-Wait,” with grown-up resigna-
tion, declares that “whatever I do/will 

become forever what I’ve done.” 
By contrast, “Interview with a Child” 

sympathizes with the child’s willful 
wish not to learn the boundedness of 
things, the conditions of life that stop 
every wish from being fulfilled. “How 
can it be,” Szymbor ska hears the child 
wonder, “that whatever exists/can only 
exist in one way?” And she gives ex-
amples: “A fly caught in a fly? A mouse 
trapped in a mouse?/A dog never let off 
its latent chain?” All right for them—
they are nothing but animals—but 
it seems an insult to human dignity. 
“‘No,’ the Master cries, and stomps all 
the feet/he can muster.”

The aptly titled “Seen from Above” 
picks an average instance (the case 
trivial, the consequence null) of the 
limitations of life that no cry of the will 
can extend: 

A dead beetle lies on the path 
through the field.

Three pairs of legs folded neatly 
on its belly.

Instead of death’s confusion, 
 tidiness and order. 

But the poet is not moved overmuch: 
“The grief is quarantined,” she says. 
“The sky is blue.” Well, but what would 
our human sufferings look like, seen 
from above? Szymbor ska thinks it 
wrong to suppose any suffering is justi-
fied, and equally wrong to imagine we 
could ever be in a position to pardon 
ourselves: 

On this third planet of the sun,
among the signs of bestiality
a clear conscience is number one.

The rebuke of those lines is under-
scored by the title of the poem, “In 
Praise of Feeling Bad About Yourself.”

Her irony never hardens into mis-
anthropy. The reason may lie in a sort 
of piety one comes to recognize in her 
work only gradually—a belief, not that 
we were made by God or made for eter-
nity, but that the world wants to be seen 
and known; and by whom else should 
that work be done? In her Nobel Prize 
speech, Szymbor ska put the question 
to the most revered of fatalists: 

I sometimes dream of situations 
that can’t possibly come true. I 
audaciously imagine, for example, 
that I get a chance to chat with the 
Ecclesiastes, the author of that 
moving lament on the vanity of 
all human endeavors. I would bow 
very deeply before him, because 
he is, after all, one of the greatest 
poets, for me at least. That done, 
I would grab his hand. “‘There’s 
nothing new under the sun’: that’s 
what you wrote, Ecclesiastes. But 
you yourself were born new under 
the sun. And the poem you created 
is also new under the sun, since no 
one wrote it down before you. And 
all your readers are also new under 
the sun, since those who lived be-
fore you couldn’t read your poem. 
And that cypress that you’re sitting 
under hasn’t been growing since 
the dawn of time. It came into 
being by way of another cypress 
similar to yours, but not exactly 
the same.”

A wonderful disquisition and (when you 
think of it) a motto to explain Szymbor-
ska’s work. The title of an early poem 
says it best: “Nothing Twice.”  
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US Politics: As Low as It Gets
Jonathan Freedland 

The story of the summer, and perhaps 
of the last year, has been the long wait 
for Donald Trump to go too far. Within 
weeks of the announcement of his can-
didacy in June 2015, seasoned observ-
ers of the political game were regularly 
declaring that the reality TV star had 
crossed the line that separates viability 
from oblivion, that he had broken this 
or that unbreakable rule and was there-
fore doomed.

For some, it was Trump’s insistence 
that John McCain was not a war hero, 
a statement of astonishing chutzpah 
coming from a man who had evaded 
the draft five times—four through 
college deferments, the fifth thanks 
to a doctor’s note citing bone spurs 
in his feet—and who has elevated his 
determination not to catch a sexually 
transmitted disease, despite libertine 
levels of promiscuity, into his “personal 
Vietnam.”

For others, it was Trump’s promise 
to deport 11 million undocumented 
migrants from the US. Or his call for 
a temporary ban on all Muslims enter-
ing the United States. Or his mocking 
impersonation of a disabled reporter. 
Or his suggestion that a female TV 
anchor was hostile because she was 
menstruating. Any one of those actions 
could have been terminal for a previ-
ous presidential candidate, competing 
under the old rules. After all, the mere 
appearance of tears had been enough 
to finish off Ed Muskie in 1972, just as 
a few plagiarized lines destroyed Joe 
Biden in 1988. Yet somehow Trump 
kept on winning. 

The result was an unfamiliar loss 
of confidence in the ranks of the pun-
dits. The usual rulebook, which they 
had studied and memorized, seemed 
no longer to apply. Trump appeared 
able to get away with anything. As he 
observed of his own political invinci-
bility, he could stand in the middle of 
Fifth Avenue and start shooting and 
people would still vote for him. Hon-
est political professionals who would 
have known what this twist or that turn 
would have meant in America BT—Be-
fore Trump—could not be sure if they 
meant anything at all in the new era. 
If politics had always served as show 
business for ugly people, now it seemed 
to be complying with one of showbiz’s 
most unforgiving laws, famously dis-
tilled by William Goldman: “No one 
knows anything.”

As July turned into August, some-
thing like normal politics resumed. 
The parents of a fallen US serviceman, 
Captain Humayun Khan, appeared on 
stage together at the Democratic con-
vention in Philadelphia. Cutting a dis-
tinguished, erudite figure on stage—a 
kind of Muslim Atticus Finch—the 
soldier’s lawyer father, Khizr Khan, 
noted that, had Donald Trump had his 
way, his son “never would have been in 
America. Donald Trump consistently 
smears the character of Muslims.” 
Then, in a moment that would be re-
played endlessly, Khan reached into 
his breast pocket for the text of the US 
Constitution and urged the Republican 
nominee to look up the words “equal 
protection” and “liberty.”

It was Trump’s response that made 
this a turning point, when he wondered 

why Mrs. Khan had not spoken, imply-
ing that she had been gagged by fun-
damentalist Islam. Republican leaders 
denounced him, barely able to believe 
that their nominee needed to be told 
that the only acceptable mode of ad-
dress to Gold Star parents is unquali-
fied respect. All but the most slavishly 
pro-Trump commentators made the 
same point, as did Trump’s trio of en-
ablers: Chris Christie, Rudy Giuliani, 
and Newt Gingrich. The latter spoke of 
needing to stage an “intervention,” as 
if Trump were unwell and out of con-
trol. And then, as if to confirm that not 
every law of political gravity had been 
reversed, a chorus of post-convention 
polls appeared: they all found that 
Hillary Clinton had broken ahead, 
opening up a substantial lead over 
her Republican rival. At long last, it 
seemed, Trump had gone too far.

That impression was reinforced days 
later, when Trump ad-libbed a not-
very-veiled threat of violence against 
Hillary Clinton, musing that “the Sec-
ond Amendment people” might have a 
way to stop her when all else failed—
what Slate’s Jacob Weisberg described 
as, if not an assassination threat, “an 
assassination suggestion.” Once again, 
people of substance moved to say that 
Trump had crossed the line and was 
unfit for America’s highest office.

Of course it is too soon to take any-
thing for granted. If people who follow 
politics have learned anything from the 
last turbulent year—beyond the United 
States as well as inside it—it’s that the 
sure thing no longer exists. After all, 
hours before the polls closed in Brit-

ain’s Brexit referendum, the betting 
markets regarded it as a nailed-on, 85 
percent probability that the UK would 
vote to remain in the European Union. 

Yet for all that, it seems clear that the 
numbers are just not there for Trump. 
His standing is so low among nonwhite 
Americans that he would need to do 
stratospherically well among whites to 
compensate. He is indeed racking up 
favorable ratings among whites with-
out a college degree, outperforming 
Clinton by 58 to 33 percent, according 
to the Washington Post–ABC News 
poll conducted after both conventions. 
But among the college-educated, his 
numbers are dire. While Mitt Rom-
ney beat Barack Obama by 56 to 
42 percent among college- educated 
whites, Clinton leads Trump among 
that group by 50 to 44 percent. Among 
college- educated white women, a cru-
cial group, he performs, predictably, 
even worse: he trails Clinton by nearly 
twenty points, while his support among 
Republican women has sharply de-
clined, down to just 72 percent, twenty-
one points behind Romney’s number 
in 2012. Put brutally, no matter how 
devoted blue-collar white men are to 
Donald Trump, there are simply not 
enough of them in today’s America to 
win the election. 

Perhaps it was this stubborn fact that 
prompted Trump’s change of tack in 
mid-August. It came first with the ap-
parent demotion and subsequent res-
ignation of his campaign chairman, 
Paul Manafort, and the elevation in his 
place of Steve Bannon, the boss of the 
far- right website and embryonic media 
empire Breitbart News, along with 
the pollster Kellyanne Conway. (They 

were joined by Roger Ailes after he 
was fired from Fox News, although it 
is still unclear just what he is doing for 
Trump.) 

Had only Conway been appointed, it 
might have been possible to read this 
merely as a change of personnel rather 
than of strategy. Manafort was identi-
fied with the effort to tame Trump, to 
get him to ditch his rambling speeches 
in favor of scripted remarks read off a 
Teleprompter. Manafort was a profes-
sional who wanted the candidate to 
attempt to look presidential and pivot 
toward the wider electorate he will face 
in November. His position became un-
tenable when it was revealed that he 
had extensive business ties to countries 
of the old Soviet Union and had un-
dertaken especially lucrative work for 
pro-Russian clients in Ukraine. This 
strengthened the charge that Trump 
was an ally of, if not a shill for, Vladi-
mir Putin. On this reading, replacing 
Manafort with Conway was merely 
trading one seasoned political opera-
tive for another. Besides, Conway’s ex-
pertise lies in helping Republicans win 
over female voters, one of those groups 
among whom Trump trails so badly.

But the Bannon appointment sent the 
very opposite signal. Breitbart News 
has long been hawking a brand of ag-
gressive nativism, hostility to immigra-
tion, and hatred of feminism that can 
concisely be described as racism and 
misogyny. It is the bush telegraph of the 
alt-right, with a back catalog of head-
lines that brought gasps when Hillary 
Clinton read out a sample to a Nevada 
audience in late August. (Example: 
“Would You Rather Your Child Had 
Feminism or Cancer?”) If Conway’s 
hire suggested that Trump was trying 
to reach beyond his base to the college- 
educated white women he needs to 
win, Bannon’s hinted at Trump’s desire 
to thrill the faithful and damn the con-
sequences. One other motive suggested 
itself, to The New Yorker’s John Cas-
sidy among others: perhaps Bannon, 
Trump, and Ailes were plotting the 
creation of a new media behemoth, one 
that would emerge from the rubble of 
defeat in November.

The same confusion arose from the 
shifts in message that followed. Trump 
sent signals that he wanted to reach out 
to minority voters, including African-
Americans, among whom he polls as 
low as one percent. (In truth, he was 
more likely following advice from Con-
way that white suburban voters need to 
be reassured that a vote for Trump is 
not a vote for an overt racist.) But he 
did so by telling black Americans how 
dreadful their lives were, in the man-
ner of an abusive husband telling his 
crushed spouse that she is worthless: 
“Your schools are no good, you have 
no jobs, 58 percent of your youth is 
unemployed. . . .” 

More dramatically, Trump seemed 
to shift his line on immigration. He 
hinted that he was ready to drop the 
pledge that had greatly helped him to 
crush his primary opponents: the mass 
deportation of undocumented mi-
grants. That brought howls of dismay 
from the very alt-right he had delighted 
by recruiting Bannon. But if his aim 
was to soothe Latino Americans (and 

Donald Trump
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through them, hesitant white voters), 
the message was undermined by the 
way it was delivered: in front of a seeth-
ing live audience for Fox’s Hannity 
show, where the Republican nominee 
asked the crowd what to do with illegal 
migrants, giving them an up-or-down 
choice as if they were in the arena of 
ancient Rome: “Number one, we’ll say 
throw out. Number two, we work with 
them.” And if his aim was to soften his 
tone on migration, he could have cho-
sen a better warm-up speaker at his 
rally in Jackson, Mississippi, than Nigel 
Farage, the leader of the UK Indepen-
dence Party who helped win a victory 
for Brexit by railing against immigra-
tion. As if to confuse matters still fur-
ther, within hours of the proclaimed 
shift in tone, Trump was talking of de-
portations, and apparently hardening 
his line on illegal migrants once more.

An attempt to settle the position 
came on the last day of August, when 
Trump flew to Mexico for a meeting 
with the country’s president and then 
on to Arizona to deliver a set-piece 
speech on immigration. But once 
again, the signals were mixed. In Mex-
ico, he premiered his diplomatic face, 
showing due respect to his hosts. But 
in Arizona, he was as bellicose in tone 
as ever, defining undocumented immi-
grants as an essentially criminal class 
to be banished. Still, the substantive 
shift remained: Trump had abandoned 
his once-defining pledge to deport all 
11 million illegal migrants, postponing 
the decision on their fate until after any 
“criminal aliens” had been expelled 
and the border wall built—which could 
take years. Politically, the day was a 
success: he had got through a foreign 
visit without incident, thereby allowing 
his aides to claim he had cleared the 
“presidential” hurdle. But clarity on  
policy remains elusive.

The message is so unclear, so con-
tradictory, that it’s hard to know what 
impact any of it will have on November 
8. Conway believes there are “under-
cover” Trump supporters, missed by 
the polls, just as there were shy Brexi-
teers who confounded expectations 
in Britain. But the evidence is hazy at 
best.

This unpredictability, this uncertainty 
and the queasy sense of bewilderment 
it produces, were palpable in Cleve-
land, where the Republicans gathered 
for their convention a week before the 
Democrat-fest in Philadelphia. All 
around were people—grandees, del-
egates, activists, journalists—wrong-
footed by the new landscape in which 
they found themselves. One had only 
to look at the expression on the face of 
Senate Majority Leader Mitch McCon-
nell as he walked onto the convention 
stage to be met not by the polite ap-
plause that doubtless greets him most 
days in Washington but by audible, if 
diffuse, booing. The Trump follow-
ers were angry with McConnell for his 
slowness in endorsing their man, but 
the anger seemed more general than 
that: it was a loathing, stewed over 
more than two decades, for the Wash-
ington establishment, with McConnell 
its luckless embodiment. 

As for the look on the majority lead-
er’s face—and it was a look several of 
his fellow insiders wore through the 
week—it expressed, above all, confu-
sion at the new reality. It rarely pre-
sented itself as anger. More often it was 

head-shaking bemusement, at the an-
tics of their nominee most obviously, 
but also at the new dispensation—in 
which past staples of Republican doc-
trine, such as free trade or active US 
internationalism, were now jettisoned 
or despised or both, in which the only 
past presidential nominee present in 
Cleveland was the nonagenarian Bob 
Dole, and in which elected office-
holders and rising stars, such as Iowa 
Senator Jodi Ernst, were edged out of 
the golden primetime hours, during 
which the broadcast networks pay at-
tention, in favor of minor-league TV 
celebrities and, more often, Trump  
offspring.  

The delegates seemed similarly un-
sure of their footing. Of course, many 
were devoted to the real estate bil-
lionaire, ready to trot out all the usual 

hymns of praise: “He says it like it is.” 
“He’s run a business and this country 
needs to be run like a business.” These 
were the people who shook their fists 
and heckled Ted Cruz when he refused 
to endorse the nominee. But others sat 
back, as if regarding the spectacle at 
arm’s length. Even when Trump gave 
his acceptance speech, I noticed that—
while others around them were on their 
feet—plenty stayed defiantly seated, 
some of them preferring to jab at their 
phones rather than contemplate the 
enormous face projected on the screen 
before them. As Trump passed the hour 
mark of what was a long, dark oration, 
the ranks of the phone-glancers swelled. 

They were remarkably candid about 
their misgivings. Utah delegate Phill 
Wright, who had chaired Cruz’s cam-
paign in the state, told me that the peo-
ple he lived among “have strong values 
and morals” and he readily conceded 
that Trump was “a rough stone roll-
ing,” which I took to be a nod toward 
the crudity and coarseness that had 
distressed so many religious voters. 
(During the New Hampshire primary, 
Trump had echoed a heckler’s descrip-
tion of Cruz as a “pussy.”) He added, 
as if foretelling Khizr Khan, “I worry 
about the Constitution in the hands of 
someone who hasn’t read it and doesn’t 
understand it.” Like so many others 
in Cleveland, Wright seemed embar-
rassed by his party’s nominee.

But he was planning to vote for him 
anyway. He, like many other Republi-
cans, comforted himself with the no-
tion that President Trump would not 
be in the Oval Office alone but would 

“surround himself with good conser-
vatives.” He believed, or hoped, that 
Trump would change. But above all 
Wright was prepared to vote for Trump 
as the means to stop Hillary Clinton. 
I asked if that meant he saw Trump 
as the lesser of two evils. “No, I don’t 
think he’s evil. He’s rough around the 
edges. But she truly is evil.”

The severity of that verdict was sur-
prising, coming from a man whose 
manner was mild and who was so 
clearly alert to Trump’s flaws. But 
Wright was adamant. He rattled off 
the charge sheet against Clinton, ac-
cumulated over a quarter-century: 
“She was covering up [her husband’s] 
affairs, health care was a disaster, she 
destroyed our standing internationally, 
she encouraged war in Libya.” He went 
on: “Benghazi. The e-mail scandal. . . . 

She doesn’t belong in the White House, 
she belongs in the big house.” By which 
he meant jail. 

In this sentiment, Wright was wholly 
in tune with the mood of Cleveland. 
The slogan throughout the week was 
“Lock Her Up!”; the T-shirt of choice 
bore the legend “Hillary for Prison 
2016.” Clinton-hatred is the glue bind-
ing together what would otherwise be a 
fractious tribe. It helps explain, in part, 
why Trump, by mid-August, still com-
manded 83 percent support among Re-
publicans, including 74 percent of those 
who voted for his rivals in the prima-
ries. Compared to past elections, those 
numbers were not what they should 
have been, but they proved that, for all 
Trump’s flaws, Republicans still pre-
ferred him to her.

Plenty of Americans may struggle to 
understand this. Not many trust Clin-
ton: according to polls, 60 percent say 
she is dishonest. But the intensity with 
which committed Republicans hold 
that view is what sets them apart. At a 
panel on the convention fringes, Katie 
Packer, a consultant and veteran of 
Romney’s 2012 campaign, said of her 
fellow Republicans: “The rest of the 
country don’t hate Hillary the way they 
do.” She offered an explanation: “They 
don’t watch Fox News.”

And yet if the landscape revealed in 
Cleveland felt unsettlingly new to many 
of those there, it did not appear over-
night. The first Republican convention 
I attended was in Houston in 1992, 
where one of the featured speakers 

was the defeated primary challenger 
Pat Buchanan. He too was a TV star. 
He too talked darkly of culture wars, 
of taking our country back, of America 
First. He too played on fear. But he was 
not the nominee.

I had a similar thought watching the 
self-styled America First rally in Cleve-
land, convened by the conspiracy theo-
rist Alex Jones and the former Nixon 
operative Roger Stone. The talk there 
was wild. Jones called Clinton a for-
eign agent working for the Chinese and 
Saudis. He hailed the audience, gath-
ered on a hot day on the banks of the 
Cuyahoga River, as “the resistance” 
to “a globalist program of enslave-
ment and the new world order.” Stone 
called Clinton “a short-tempered, foul-
mouthed, bipolar, mentally unbalanced 
criminal.”

This brought back a sharp memory 
from the 1990s, of reporting on what 
was then known as the militia move-
ment: antigovernment obsessives con-
vinced that black helicopters were 
circling overhead, that the US was 
poised to succumb to the UN, and that 
the federal government was plotting to 
inject biochips into every American, 
the better to herd and control them. 
Back then, these self-proclaimed war-
riors for liberty were forever on the out-
side. But this time, their slogans—Lock 
Her Up! Hillary for Prison!—were 
being chanted inside the convention 
hall, egged on from the podium by 
Christie and others. One Trump ad-
viser suggested that Clinton be shot 
for treason. As for Roger Stone, he is 
no longer the maverick outsider. He is 
a close friend, even a mentor, of the 
GOP choice for president. And all this 
was before the high priest of the hard 
right, Steve Bannon, was anointed as 
the chief executive of the Republicans’ 
2016 presidential campaign. What was 
once confined to the margins was con-
firmed at Cleveland to be the new heart 
of the Republican Party.

This shift should not have come as a 
surprise. For nearly twenty-five years, 
the GOP had indulged rather than con-
fronted the ever more strident attitudes 
advanced by, at different points, talk 
radio, Fox News, and the Tea Party. 
The flirtation with conspiracy theory; 
the contempt for empirical evidence; 
the defining of Democratic opponents 
as dangerous enemies, as people who 
were not just wrong but illegitimate 
and criminal; the depiction of Wash-
ington, D.C., as a fetid swamp incapa-
ble of action and a view of the business 
of democratic politics itself, with its in-
evitable compromises, as a betrayal—
none of these themes was new. They 
were seeds that had been planted, 
watered, and nurtured by Republi-
cans for a generation. Yet when their 
strange fruit appeared—in the form of  
an orange-hued would-be strongman, 
boasting that “I alone can fix it”—a 
good many had the temerity to look 
startled. 

Were it not for Donald Trump, Hill-
ary Clinton would be breaking records 
for her unfavorable ratings. The first 
night of the Democratic convention 
was marred by repeated booing from 
the unreconciled admirers of Bernie 
Sanders. But just as hatred of Hillary 
had united the Republicans in Cleve-
land, so fear and loathing of Trump 
served to bring together Democrats 
in Philadelphia. This consolidation 

Photographers covering Hillary Clinton’s acceptance speech on the last night  
of the Democratic National Convention, Philadelphia, July 2016
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of the previously fissured Democratic 
bloc helps explains Clinton’s substan-
tial post-convention poll lead. In a 
normal year, her negatives might well 
have destroyed her candidacy. Thanks 
to Trump, she appeared in mid-August 
to be on course for the White House. 
Consider this one more page from 
the rulebook of conventional wisdom 
shredded by Donald Trump.

The nomination of Trump has left 
wide stretches of terrain, once re-
garded as owned and occupied by Re-
publicans, available for colonization by 
Democrats. In Philadelphia they made 
repeated land grabs, seizing patriotism, 
optimism, national security, and execu-
tive competence for themselves.

They offered a parade of military 
brass vouching for Clinton as a pro-
spective commander in chief, later 
joined by fifty former officials of Re-
publican administrations who signed 
a joint declaration of support for the 
Democratic nominee, warning of the 
dangers posed by a Trump presidency. 
When the country’s leading Demo-
crats—Barack and Michelle Obama, 
Bill Clinton, Joe Biden—offered mes-
sages of hope, faith in the future, and 
sunny confidence in America, the re-
sult was a double contrast with the pre-
vious week, whose themes had varied 
all the way from black to pitch-black 
and whose speaker list conspicuously 
lacked the biggest Republican names: 
no Romney, no McCain, no Bushes.

Perhaps most mortifyingly for 
Trump, who prides himself on his abil-
ity to entertain and who had promised 
to bring some “showbiz” to Cleve-
land, Philadelphia was the slicker, 
more glamorous, better show. Where 
at the Republican gathering timings 
had gone awry, onstage monitors had 
glitched out, and speeches had been re-
vealed as plagiarized, all that mattered 
went smoothly a week later, especially 
once the Bernie-or-Bust crowd quieted 
down (or at least were drowned out and 
rendered inaudible on TV). The most 
damning verdict is surely this: had Ron-
ald Reagan watched both conventions, 
it would have been the second one—
with its chants of “U-S-A,” its gener-
als on stage, its message discipline, and 
its eye for a telegenic image—that he’d 
have guessed belonged to the party he 
once led.

And yet few Democrats would speak 
of victory in November as a done deal. 
For one thing, there is the new unpre-
dictability itself, the almost supersti-
tious fear that even when every rational 
data point tilts one way, 2016 might 
spring a surprise: call it the Brexit 
syndrome. Now even good news can 
look like bad news. Take the increas-
ing number of endorsements, including 
from Republicans, for Hillary Clin-
ton. What if they only fuel the sense 
that Clinton is the elite’s choice and 
therefore to be spurned? (After all, al-
most every respectable scholar, celeb-
rity, and business leader urged a vote 
against Brexit.)

Meanwhile, Trump’s defeated Re-
publican primary rivals can testify that 
it’s horrendously difficult to oppose 
a candidate unconstrained by truth 
or facts. Trump is remarkably free on 
the stump and in interviews, claiming 
credit for things he never said—such as 
his usually unchallenged but false as-
sertion that he publicly opposed the in-
vasion of Iraq before it happened—and 
making accusations for which there is 
no evidence. The army of fact checkers 

rides into battle but by the time they 
have pronounced, Trump has moved 
on, spinning a new fantasy or insulting 
some new victim. 

There is a further practical difficulty. 
Trump says so many wild things—in-
viting Vladimir Putin to hack Clinton’s 
e-mails (and then saying he was merely 
being sarcastic) or threatening to aban-
don NATO allies or suggesting that 
victims of sexual harassment should 
go and “find another career or find an-
other company” or that the woman he 
thinks of first for a cabinet post is his 
daughter Ivanka—that it can be impos-
sible to keep up. There is only so much 
bandwidth available and rebutting 
Trump comprehensively would exhaust 
all of it.

Nor can Democrats be wholly con-
fident that Trump’s pitch won’t work. 
Playing to the fears of an electorate 
anxious about crime and safety, with 
all the racially freighted signals such a 
message inevitably carries, paid divi-
dends for Richard Nixon. When Trump 
railed in his acceptance speech against 
“illegal immigrants,” veering off his 
prepared text to say of refugees escap-
ing countries blighted by terrorism, 
“We don’t want them in our country,” 
plenty outside Cleveland’s Quicken 
Loans Arena would have been cheer-
ing. What must keep the Clinton cam-
paign awake at night is the prospect of 
either an ISIS attack on US soil or an 
eruption of racially charged civil un-
rest, of the kind that led to five police 
officers being shot dead in Dallas in 
July. Suddenly, Trump’s offer to play 
the strongman, bringing order by what-
ever means necessary, could induce not 
mockery but relief. 

Still, as of late August, the polls and 
projections estimated the possibility of 
a Clinton victory at somewhere above 
80 percent. For Democrats and all 
those concerned about the safety and 
tranquility of the republic, that will 
doubtless come as a great comfort. If 
Hillary Clinton wins in November, the 
temptation will be strong to conclude 
that the US and the wider world dodged 
a bullet, evading a fate that could have 
spread poison at home and brought ca-
tastrophe abroad. The urge will be to 
exhale deeply.

But there is a risk that the pain and 
fear that made Trump possible will be 
forgotten. There may not be enough 
of those angry, disenchanted white 
Americans to swing a twenty-first-
century presidential election, but their 
pain and resentment are real. It’s why 
Trump’s support has been so resilient, 
despite everything. Roger Stone may 
be loathsome, but when he told the 
rally in Ohio, “Look at the factories. 
They’re closed,” he spoke the truth. 
Those people have, in their millions, 
been left behind, the unmistakable los-
ers from the same globalization and au-
tomation that have handed the winners 
riches unimaginable since the Gilded 
Age.

In Britain, there were enough people 
left behind to win the Brexit referen-
dum. In the US, it seems they will fall 
short. But the first challenge of the next 
president will, surely, be to ensure that 
their anger does not go unheeded. Be-
cause if it does, it will resurface even-
tually, one way or another. Trump 
may lose, but the causes of his rise will 
 linger. 

—September 1, 2016
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‘Panthers After the Kill’
Jed Perl

Watteau’s Soldiers: 
Scenes of Military Life  
in Eighteenth-Century France 
an exhibition at the Frick Collection,  
New York City, July 12–October 2, 2016. 
Catalog of the exhibition  
by Aaron Wile. 
Frick Collection/Giles,  
112 pp., $39.95; $22.95 (paper)

There are painters who aim for a direct, 
blunt- force power. They marshal col-
ors, shapes, figures, signs, and symbols 
to convey the strongest possible expe-
riences and emotions. Caravaggio was 
that kind of painter. So was Rogier van 
der Weyden, at least when he painted 
a Crucifixion. In the work of these art-
ists, a smile, a frown, a tear, a sword 
makes an immediate, unequivocal ap-
peal. The painters are getting right to 
the point. 

But for many of the greatest artists, 
getting right to the point is anything 
but the point. Antoine Watteau, who 
died in 1721 at the age of thirty- six, 
recoiled from painting’s graphic direct-
ness—from its blunt- force power. With 
Watteau, what you see in a painting, at 
least what you initially see, is appear-
ances that mask as much as they reveal. 
The game has only begun. How could it 
be otherwise, when Watteau took such 
an interest in the vagaries of young 
adulthood and young love, themes that 
are nothing less than invitations to 
uncertainty? 

Watteau was hardly alone in his re-
coil from visual lucidity. There are 
many artists who have launched a cri-
tique of clarity as they work to compli-
cate painting’s emotional possibilities. 
To look for layers of feeling or sensibil-
ity in an art that is quite literally all on 
the surface is to almost immediately 
find oneself in the grip of a paradox. 
Piero della Francesca, Leonardo, Gior-
gione, Vermeer, Watteau, Chardin, 
Corot, Cézanne, Braque, and Giaco-
metti have all, in their various ways, 
embraced this paradox. Beginning with 
the most fundamental spatial and nar-
rative ambiguities, these artists mount 
ambiguity on ambiguity—not nihilis-
tically, but constructively, in an effort 
to make painting subtle, sensuous, elu-
sive. It was Braque who said that paint-
ing was like reading tea leaves. How do 
we read the tea leaves? That is among 
the most challenging questions raised 
by a beautiful exhibition at the Frick 
Collection—it occupies only a single 
room—entitled “Watteau’s Soldiers.”

Although Watteau was widely ad-
mired in his day and had friends who 
wrote about him after his death, 
we know relatively little of what he 
thought about art in general or his own 
art or the art of his contemporaries or 
his predecessors. We do know of his 
admiration for Rubens. And we are 
aware of his improvisatory composi-
tional methods, which involved devel-
oping his paintings incrementally, with 
figures from his drawings incorporated 
into his paintings as he proceeded. But 
it remains impossible to say what Wat-
teau thought about the artistic theories 
that flourished in Paris in the late sev-
enteenth and early eighteenth centu-
ries. His paintings of mostly young men 
and women gathered on terraces or in 
gardens in elegant clothes as well as 

costumes from the commedia dell’arte 
have inspired a torrent of commentary, 
but the commentators have not come 
close to a consensus. 

As for “Watteau’s Soldiers,” an ex-
hibition that focuses on a much less 
studied aspect of the artist’s work, once 
again there are many more questions 
than answers. Aaron Wile, a Ph.D. 
candidate at Harvard who has been a 
curatorial fellow at the Frick and orga-
nized the exhibition, is by no means the 
first and will surely not be the last to at-
tempt to bring into focus what Watteau 
himself perhaps chose to leave out of 
focus. Watteau’s relatively few scenes 

of war and far more abundant studies 
of amorous experience pose interpreta-
tive problems that are not unrelated. 

“Watteau’s Soldiers” is built around 
a painting, The Portal of Valenciennes 
(circa 1710–1711), that the Frick pur-
chased in 1991. Here Watteau rep-
resents some half- a- dozen soldiers 
leisurely gathered next to an old stone 
structure, the ramparts of a fort or a 
city. To this painting, Wile has added 
three of the six other paintings on mili-
tary subjects by Watteau that still exist, 
all of which represent not soldiers at 
war but soldiers in the preparations for 
or the aftermath of battle, whether eat-
ing or relaxing at an encampment or on 
the march. The paintings are all small, 
a foot or a foot- and- a- half high or wide. 
In addition to these compositions, the 
show includes thirteen of Watteau’s 
beautiful red- chalk drawings of sol-
diers, one of his very rare etchings, a 
number of prints after lost paintings 

and drawings, and a couple of works by 
other artists. 

We know some of the background 
to this group of works in which we find 
Watteau’s young men at loose ends, en-
during all the indecision, boredom, and 
confusion that come with prolonged 
periods of warfare. Watteau had been 
born in Valenciennes, in northern 
France, and when he returned in 1710, 
he encountered French soldiers who had 
retreated there after the Battle of Mal-
plaquet, one of the most brutal of the 
War of the Spanish Succession, which 
lasted until 1714. In Valenciennes Wat-
teau drew the soldiers and observed 

what their lives were like. In Paris there 
was a market for paintings of military 
subjects, so whatever Watteau’s inherent 
interest in the theme, dealers and collec-
tors would have been encouraging him. 

There were certainly precedents for 
showing warriors in the intervals be-
tween battles; Wile includes in “Wat-
teau’s Soldiers” a small painting by 
the seventeenth- century Dutch painter 
Philips Wouwerman entitled The Cav-
alry Camp. But Watteau embraced 
the scruffiness and malaise of military 
life with an easygoing acceptance that 
might not have sat so comfortably with 
his Dutch predecessors. He brought 
to scenes of military life some of the 
down- and- dirty, anything- goes atmo-
sphere that the Dutch had long culti-
vated in intimate studies of drinking 
and carousing. Although it is difficult 
to date Watteau’s military works, he 
seems to have continued to do them for 
four or five years. 

Watteau’s drawings of soldiers have 
a startling kinetic power. I can’t think 

of another draftsman who knows how 
to give clothed figures such an urgent 
physicality. His studies of soldiers are 
electrically charged; the young men are 
always between states of vigor and ex-
haustion, attentiveness and repose. For 
Watteau clothing is not a covering but 
revealing, a second skin that accentu-
ates and italicizes the body’s every twist 
and turn. In a beautiful pamphlet, Lit-
tle Notes Concerning Watteau’s Portal 
of Valenciennes, which Edgar Munhall 
published in 1992, when he was curator 
of collections at the Frick, a great deal 
of attention is quite rightly lavished on 
the sartorial side of Watteau’s soldiers. 

They may be ordinary men, their flared 
coats, gaiters, and cockades nothing 
unusual, but these simple pieces of 
clothing become special when Watteau 
shows them fitted around slim, wiry 
bodies, often with the attractive angles 
of young limbs echoed by the angled 
form of a musket or a sword. 

Watteau understands the sartorial 
privileges of youth, the elegance that 
young people can bring to the most 
modest clothing, even when they are 
dirty or tired. Among Watteau’s fa-
vorite images is the fully clothed figure 
seated or reclining on the ground. His 
exhausted soldiers—kneeling or rest-
ing on their stomachs or their backs 
with their hands above their heads—
have an animal grace. However indif-
ferent or disillusioned they may be, 
they still have the powerful presence of 
panthers relaxing after the kill. 

It is easy to see how Watteau in-
corporated some of the figures in the  

Jean-Antoine Watteau: The Portal of Valenciennes, circa 1710–1711

F
ri

ck
 C

ol
le

ct
io

n
/M

ic
h

ae
l B

od
yc

om
b



September 29, 2016 19

Also available as e-books at 
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New from University of Toronto Press

Politicized Microfinance
Money, Power, and Violence In The Black 
Americas

by Caroline Shenaz Hossein

Politicized Microfinance deftly argues for 
microfinance to return to its origins as a 
political tool, fighting for those living in 
the margins.

Our Battle for the Human 
Spirit
Scientific Knowing, Technical Doing, and 
Daily Living

by Willem H. Vanderburg

This book probes into what is happening 
to human life in the beginning of the 
21st century and how technological 
thinking has influenced our lives.

Economics in the Twenty-
First Century
A Critical Perspective

by Robert Chernomas and Ian 
Hudson

Economics in the Twenty-First Century 
demonstrates what is missing from 
mainstream economics, why it matters, 
and how the discipline can better 
address the key concerns of our era.

North/South
The Great European Divide

by Ricardo J. Quinones

A fascinating combination of cultural 
and intellectual history, philosophy, 
and comparative literature, this book 
presents the history of the division of 
European society and culture along a 
North/South axis.  

The National Mall
No Ordinary Public Space

by Lisa Benton-Short

In The National Mall, Lisa Benton-
Short explores the critical issues that 
are redefining and reshaping this 
extraordinary public space.

Articulating Dinosaurs
A Political Anthropology

by Brian Noble

This remarkable study of science, 
culture, and museums highlights how 
we visualize the prehistoric past and 
make it palpable in our everyday lives.

Female Suicide Bombings
A Critical Gender Approach

by Tanya Narozhna and W. Andy 
Knight

Over the past fifteen years, there have 
been more than 150 reported suicide 
bombings committed by women around 
the world. This book introduces female 
suicide bombings as a socio-political 
practice and a product of deeply 
politicized, gendered representations.

The Letter and the Cosmos
How the Alphabet Has Shaped the 
Western View of the World

by Laurence de Looze

How has the alphabet shaped Western 
civilization and our daily lives? Read The 
Letter and the Cosmos and you’ll never 
look at the alphabet the same way again.
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drawings directly into his paintings, 
but in place of the purity of the draw-
ings the paintings have a narrative 
complexity that to some may suggest a 
muddle. It is a muddle envisioned by a 
genius. What we are witnessing is the 
raw edges of war, not the battles but 
the marching and sleeping and eat-
ing and endless waiting. Watteau, who 
staged his amorous escapades along 
the leafy paths and in the secret cor-
ners of overgrown gardens, reveals the 
dark underside of his pastoral vision in 
these military scenes. Like the Greek 
and Roman poets, he recognized the 
bleakness that shadows any bucolic 
world. The ground is muddy, the skies 
are murky, and the trees are unhealthy. 

There are tents, and Watteau seems 
to enjoy their unexpected shapes, espe-
cially one tent that has been 
created by draping lengths of 
cloth over the limbs of several 
big trees. There are horses, 
carts, pots and pans, and 
some crude, no doubt porta-
ble tables and benches. Sol-
diers drink, eat, smoke, talk, 
play cards. There are women 
(and sometimes women hold-
ing babies) in these paintings. 
They are servants, family 
members, hangers- on of one 
sort or another, and almost 
without exception seem even 
more ground down than the 
men, mostly without a hint 
of the erotic wit that Watteau  
elsewhere communicates with  
such easy brilliance. 

Watteau’s military sub-
jects are among the worst 
preserved of his paintings; 
the colors in many instances 
have drastically darkened. 
But even allowing for the 
inevitable depredations of 
time, his muted, equivocal 
color harmonies, which I am 
certainly not alone in believ-
ing were carefully calibrated 
to achieve a poetic ambigu-
ity, can pose a challenge. The 
Supply Train (circa 1715)—
probably the last of Wat-
teau’s military scenes—might seem to 
some a compositional fiasco. I would 
prefer to describe it as unforgettably 
idiosyncratic. Scarcely more than a foot 
in any dimension, it is mostly smoky 
blues, greens, and whites, except for 
a soldier in his bright red coat, reclin-
ing on his back with his arms above 
his head in the foreground. In the very 
center of the composition two women 
with covered heads and dull- colored 
clothes, one older and one younger, 
kneel together, the younger one hold-
ing two children. There is a horse, a 
dog, a tent, an iron pot hanging over 
a fire, and a woman in more sophisti-
cated clothing talking with another sol-
dier, who reclines on his stomach, his 
head resting on one hand. 

There is something visually cacopho-
nous about all the variegated elements 
that Watteau has packed into this 
little composition. But this is a chaos 
that only a master could control—and 
Watteau does so by controlling it only 
lightly. The parts are perfectly ob-
served. The soldier in his red coat is 
the piece of the puzzle that by refusing 
to fit in makes the whole scene come 
to life. He is the beautiful young man 
who remains somehow wonderfully 
oblivious to the ugliness of the world. 
At least that’s how he seems to us. He 

may be a fool. But it doesn’t matter. 
His sweet self- regard is to be treasured, 
whatever the circumstances.

What to make of Watteau’s paintings, 
whether scenes of love or war, is a ques-
tion that raises fundamental problems 
in the interpretation of art. Beginning 
in the mid- nineteenth century, when 
the Goncourt brothers praised him for 
what they perceived as his melancholy 
lyricism, an extraordinary succession 
of literary figures, among them Ver-
laine, Walter Pater, and Samuel Beck-
ett, have been drawn to what they see 
as Watteau’s ambiguous poetry. But 
Watteau said nothing about his work 
and little more light was shed on it by 
his admiring contemporaries. 

It can be argued that we have in-
vented a melancholy Watteau who 
would have been unrecognizable to the 
artist and his contemporaries. This, in 
an important book published in 1984, 
was the late Donald Posner’s view of 
the artist. “His pictures are robust and 
virile,” Posner wrote, “full of humor, 
sometimes bawdy in tone, and the ac-
tion in them is not at all so vague or am-
biguous as is usually thought.” There 
may be no way to refute many of the 
arguments that Posner put forth in his 
book. But that doesn’t mean that he is 
right. Pierre Rosenberg, who has stud-
ied Watteau more closely than many 
art historians, makes precisely the op-
posite case in the catalog of the great 
Watteau exhibition of 1984 at the Na-
tional Gallery in Washington, arguing 
that “ambiguity. . . seems to be the pri-
mary characteristic of Watteau’s work, 
a quality that was deliberately chosen 
and knowingly nurtured by the artist.” 

Aaron Wile, both in his long catalog 
essay for “Watteau’s Soldiers” and in a 
recent essay in The Art Bulletin, “Wat-
teau, Reverie, and Selfhood,” wants to 
relate the unruly or ambiguous emo-
tions that we perceive in the paintings 
to ideas and values current in Wat-
teau’s own day. Like Posner, he locates 
Watteau firmly within the artistic cul-

ture of early- eighteenth- century Paris. 
And there can be no question that the 
Royal Academy, of which Watteau was 
ultimately a member although by some 
reckonings a halfhearted one, at least 
officially advocated a pictorial clarity 
that Watteau’s later admirers do not 
necessarily see in his work. 

Watteau, Wile believes, knew exactly 
what he was doing when he rendered 
the inner lives of his soldiers inac-
cessible or impermeable. He wanted 
to capture the experience of interi-
ority—the impossibility of knowing 
what’s in another person’s mind. This 
remoteness, Wile suggests, could have 
a philosophic basis in John Locke’s 
ideas about the inaccessibility to oth-
ers of the individual’s consciousness, 
as described in his Essay Concerning 

Human Understanding—which was 
a subject of considerable interest in 
France in Watteau’s day, although of 
course we have no idea if Watteau read 
it or knew of it. 

Wile seeks to bolster this argument 
for the interiority of Watteau’s soldiers 
by emphasizing the extent to which 
their enigmatic facial expressions di-
verge from the academic dogma of the 
time, with its insistence that in compo-
sitions in which figures were central, 
emotions of joy, sorrow, and so forth 
must be clearly legible. According to 
Wile, the hard- to- read expressions on 
Watteau’s soldiers’ faces reflect “the 
problem of the opacity of others’ inner 
lives,” much as the disorder of his com-
positions reflects “the essentially mod-
ern insight that society is held together 
by only the thinnest of threads.” 

There is much that is attractive in 
Wile’s argument, but I worry that he 
presses too hard at certain points. By 
emphasizing the extent to which Wat-
teau’s methods diverge from those of 
leading academic lights of the late 
seventeenth century, such as the his-
tory painter Charles Le Brun and the 
theorist Roger de Piles, he thrusts 
Watteau into an early- eighteenth- 

century academic- vs.- anti- academic 
dialogue or rivalry that may have 
been the farthest thing from his mind. 
I wonder if Watteau’s imagination 
wasn’t moving more afield as he devel-
oped his particular view of the soldier 
and the soldier’s life—for example to 
Jacques Callot’s seventeenth- century 
vision of soldiers who maintain an 
insular elegance even amid the mael-
strom of war, or to sixteenth- century 
soldiers in paintings by Giorgione 
or the school of Giorgione who wear 
their arms and armor as if they were 
elements in some beguiling theatrical 
performance. 

While there is a naturalistic grit 
about Watteau’s scenes of war that re-
lates them to a Northern European 
tradition, there is also a dandified el-

egance about the soldiers 
in his drawings and in some 
of his paintings that is more 
Italianate in spirit, perhaps 
harking back, in ways im-
possible to trace, to the spirit 
of Castiglione’s Book of the 
Courtier. It might also be 
interesting to consider Wat-
teau’s soldiers in relation to 
the famous prints after Mi-
chelangelo’s lost drawings 
for The Battle of Cascina, 
an influential sixteenth- 
century study of the bod-
ies of male soldiers who 
have suddenly, in the midst 
of bathing, been called to 
battle and are hurriedly 
dressing. Of course Michel-
angelo’s massive figures are 
nothing like Watteau’s men, 
who are mostly thin. But 
these artists share an inter-
est in the soldier who is for 
the time being not function-
ing as a soldier. The actor, 
removed from his appointed 
act, is now an object, his 
physicality presented as an 
occasion for contemplation. 

Watteau was fascinated 
by the time in a person’s life 
when adolescence is a thing 
of the past and adulthood is 

not yet entirely a reality. Considering 
that it is young men more than any oth-
ers who both go to war and fall in love, 
it isn’t so strange that Watteau, the 
great student of love’s enigmas, should 
have also been fascinated by the prep-
arations for war. Much as he chose to 
focus not on love’s consummation but 
on the approach and the retreat—the 
foreplay, the flirtation, the memory—
so his interest in war was not in war it-
self but in the buildup and the memory, 
the before and the after. 

If Watteau avoided the hard fact of 
death in his war pictures, we must re-
member that in the largest and grandest 
of his studies of love, The Pilgrimage to 
the Island of Cythera (1717), it is the 
prologue or epilogue to love that we 
see, again not the thing itself. Scrub the 
grit and grime from Watteau’s soldiers 
and you find that they look very much 
like his lovers. And why not? Only the 
costumes have changed. Could it be 
that for Watteau the soldier putting on 
his handsome bright red coat wasn’t 
so different from the young man put-
ting on the harlequin’s costume before 
going to the ball? One can object that 
Watteau has ignored the hard facts of 
war. But anybody who is looking for 
the hard facts ought to know to steer 
clear of Watteau.  

Jean-Antoine Watteau: Three Studies of Resting Soldiers, circa 1713–1714
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A fascinating biography of Alicia Patterson, 
the maverick newspaperwoman and intrepid 
adventurer who became the publisher of  
the Pulitzer Prize–winning Newsday

“  A biography that fascinates as it illuminates.” 
—The Boston Globe

“ In sobering detail, Peter Cozzens has 
chronicled this dark chapter in our history.” 
—James M. McPherson

“ Gripping…. Provides  
valuable reminders about  
the civil rights revolution... 
that precipitated nation-
changing events.”  
—The Dallas Morning News

Finalist for an NAACP 
Image Award and an  
Andrew Carnegie Medal  
for Excellence

A Best Book of the Year:  
The Washington Post, NPR,  
The Boston Globe, and more

NOW IN PAPERBACK

A vivid portrait of the Union army’s 
escaped-slave refugee camps and how they 
shaped the course of emancipation and 
citizenship in the United States 

“An essential contribution to the history of 
the Civil War and its aftermath.”
—Booklist (starred review)

“ Vivid and exciting....  
Wulf ’s pulsating account 
brings this dazzling figure 
back into a dazzling,  
much-deserved focus.” 
—The Boston Globe

One of the New York Times  
10 Best Books of the Year

Winner of the James Wright 
Award for Nature Writing,  
Los Angeles Times Book Prize, 
and other awards 

NOW IN PAPERBACK
“ Holland does a compelling job of conjuring 
ancient Rome and its often monstrous rulers, 
and providing us with an understanding of its 
complicated class dynamics and animating 
mythology.” —The New York Times 

NOW IN PAPERBACK

New from Joseph Lelyveld, a Pulitzer Prize–
winning journalist and author, an intimate  
and hugely insightful account of Roosevelt’s  
final months of life 

“ A gripping book that will substantially deepen 
readers’ understanding of a critical time in U.S. 
history.”—Foreign Affairs
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Timely  

New Histories 
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P u b l i s h i n g   G r o u p

“A superb biography of the Führer’s  
pre-war years.... Readable and compelling.... 
This biography stands apart.”   
—Daily Telegraph (UK)
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Girls Just Want to Be Potent
Diane Johnson

The Girls 
by Emma Cline.  
Random House, 355 pp., $27.00

1.
Emma Cline’s best- selling historical 
novel The Girls is set in 1969, when a 
group of followers of the hippie Svengali 
Charles Manson, mostly young women, 
invaded the home of Sharon Tate, the 
actress wife of film director Roman 
Polanski. No one will have forgotten 
the massacre of the pregnant Tate and 
several friends, and the next night, of 
an elderly couple in their suburban Los 
Angeles ranch house. Cline 
has changed the names, and re-
located the Manson farm and 
the scene of the murders from 
Southern California to the 
small, arty, rural California 
community of Petaluma in the 
farm belt of Northern Califor-
nia, and mostly spares us grisly 
details. Her object is not to re-
visit Manson but to illumine 
the lives of adolescent girls, 
incidentally portraying some 
things about California that 
haven’t changed since then.

The novel is mostly told from 
the point of view of fourteen- 
year- old Evie Boyd, a nice, 
inexperienced, upper- middle- 
class California adolescent, 
during the summer before 
she’s to go off to boarding 
school. “I was an average girl, 
and that was the biggest disap-
pointment of all” to her well- 
meaning parents. Divorced 
and distracted, they more or 
less don’t notice that she has 
drifted into the company of some very 
bad kids. Evie lies to her mother that 
she’s spending a lot of time with her 
tame friend Connie, but she has really 
been taken up by some strange girls 
she’s met in the park, and it’s their ac-
ceptance that she yearns for. 

These girls, whom Evie sees as won-
derfully liberated, live at a ramshackle 
ranch, and are in turn in thrall to an 
older, Manson- like figure named Rus-
sell, who controls them, has sex with 
them all, and makes them do the steal-
ing and swindling for the bare- bones 
sustenance they share. Evie buys into 
the mythology of this scene, that Rus-
sell is a genius who will soon have a 
big recording contract, but it is his 
main girlfriend, Suzanne, to whom 
she is most drawn, enchanted by the 
older girl’s defiant freedom and self- 
confidence. As Evie sees it, Suzanne’s 
“face answered all its own questions,” 
whereas she sees her own face “bla-
tant with need, like an orphan’s empty 
dish.” Cline has a lovely gift for the apt 
simile, and the book teems with star-
tling description—one sometimes has 
a sense that some stern editor probably 
made her rein in her headlong gift for 
figures of speech, but the abundance 
that’s left is often wonderful.

Evie begins to spend more time at 
the ranch, riding her bike out there, 
hanging around, going along with the 
strange, druggy doings, simultaneously 

judgmental and drawn in. When she 
isn’t there, Suzanne seems to her “like 
a soldier’s hometown sweetheart, made 
gauzy and perfect by distance.” The 
well- managed but complicated chro-
nology shifts between Evie’s fourteen- 
year- old perceptions and her older 
self looking back as a middle- aged 
woman staying in a friend’s house near 
a Northern California beach, working 
low- paying jobs as a nurse’s aide or spa 
attendant. She is haunted by a ques-
tion she can’t answer: Would she have 
gone along with the things those lost, 
dangerous girls finally did? The older 
narrator, thinking about this, slightly 
sententiously muses:

There are those survivors of disas-
ters whose accounts never begin 
with the tornado warning or the 
captain announcing engine fail-
ure, but always much earlier in the 
timeline: an insistence that they 
noticed a strange quality to the 
sunlight that morning or excessive 
static in their sheets. 

Did she have those signals, that pre-
science? The adult Evie remembers 
how malleable she was as a girl:

My childhood visits to the family 
doctor were stressful events. . . . 
He’d ask me gentle questions: How 
was I feeling?. . .  I’d just look at 
him with desperation. I needed to 
be told, that was the whole point of 
going to the doctor. 

Cline captures the ambivalent ado-
lescent state of mind that drives Evie 
to do things she knows are reckless or 
wrong, for instance invading the house 
of the Duttons, longtime family friends 
next door, at the instigation of Suzanne. 
Evie hastily diverts Suzanne from bur-
gling her own house, claiming that her 
mother was “there all the time.” She 
remembers that “a part of me wanted 
[not to go through with this]. But an-
other part wanted to fulfill the sick mo-
mentum in my chest.” 

Evie and Suzanne are caught when 
Mrs. Dutton comes home early: “I see 
you, Evie Boyd.” And being seen is what 

girls most crave, which is one of Cline’s 
main points. The older Evie notes: 

Suzanne and the other girls had 
stopped being able to make cer-
tain judgments, the unused muscle 
of their ego growing slack and use-
less. . . .  They didn’t have very far 
to fall—I knew just being a girl in 
the world handicapped your ability 
to believe yourself.

The sick momentum propels Evie 
farther and farther into the bizarre 
world of Russell’s ranch. She scorns 
her normal life: Suzanne and the oth-
ers had lived in a roofless salt factory 

in the Yucatan, while she, Evie, had 
only been “drinking the tepid, metallic 
water from my school’s drinking foun-
tain.” Looking back to the Sixties, 

as an adult, I wonder at the pure 
volume of time I wasted. The feast 
and famine we were taught to ex-
pect from the world, the count-
downs in magazines that urged us 
to prepare thirty days in advance 
for the first day of school. 

Day 28: Apply a face mask of 
avocado and honey.

Day 14: Test your makeup look 
in different lights. . . . 

A less accomplished writer might 
have chosen to portray Evie’s parents 
as neglectful monsters, but they are 
strangely sympathetic, or at least typi-
cal of their generation and milieu, for 
instance in their shock and confusion 
when she is caught during the house in-
vasion. The older Evie remembers: 

I could see how rattled she [her 
mother] was by this confusing new 
situation. Her daughter had never 
been a problem before, had always 
zipped along without resistance, 
as tidy and self- contained as those 
fish that clean their own tanks. 

The tension, contempt, and affec-
tion between mother and daughter is 
perfectly captured: “My mother and 

Sal were drinking her woody tea from 
bowls, a new affectation my mother 
had picked up. ‘It’s European,’ she’d 
said defensively. . . .” Evie watches her 
mother being fed a snow pea by a man 
she is dating: “The pity I felt for my 
mother in these situation was new and 
uncomfortable, but also I sensed that 
I deserved to carry it around—a grim 
and private responsibility, like a medi-
cal condition.” The adolescent’s hyper-
critical observations are painful for any 
parent to read: “My mother’s hair was 
growing out. She was wearing a new 
tank top with knit straps, and the skin 
of her shoulders was loose. . . .” “I was 
embarrassed for my mother’s full skirt, 

which seemed outdated next to 
Tamar’s clothes. . . .  Her neck 
getting blotchy with nerves.”

Despaired of by her baffled 
mom, Evie is sent to her father, 
who lives with Tamar, his for-
mer assistant, and, nonplussed 
by Evie’s delinquency, treats her 
with “the courtly politeness you’d 
extend to an aging parent.” 
Evie’s dawning understandings 
of her parents are one of the 
many pleasures of this book. 
She now can see her father as

a normal man. Like any 
other. That he worried what 
other people thought of 
him. . . .  How he was still try-
ing to teach himself French 
from a tape and I heard him 
repeating words to himself 
under his breath.

From her father’s, she runs 
away again to Russell’s ranch, 
where the scene is deteriorating, 
“the food situation getting dire, 

everything tinted with mild decay. They 
didn’t eat much protein, their brains 
motoring on simple carbohydrates and 
the occasional peanut- butter sandwich,” 
approaching the final catastrophe, when 
they work themselves up to avenge 
themselves on an agent they believe has 
cheated Russell. Evie narrowly misses 
being caught up in the murderous 
night, but she’s left wondering forever 
how far she would have gone. “Did I miss 
some sign? Some internal twinge?” For 
the reader it’s highly suspenseful; even 
though we know the real-world outcome, 
we don’t know what will happen to Evie.

The older Evie at some point is moved 
to explain to a younger friend about the 
Sixties California zeitgeist: “‘People 
were falling into that kind of thing all 
the time, back then,’ I said. ‘Scientol-
ogy, the Process people, Empty- chair 
work. Is that still a thing?’” In middle 
 age, her despair is private, cynical, and 
somehow still youthfully Californian: 

Reading articles on the effects of 
soy on tumors. The importance of 
filling your plate with a rainbow. 
The usual wishful lies, tragic in 
their insufficiency. Did anyone 
really believe in them? As if the 
bright flash of your efforts could 
distract death from coming for 
you, keep the bull snorting harm-
lessly after the scarlet flag. 

The most interesting thing about this 
well- written, sometimes overwritten, 

Emma Cline, Sonoma, California, June 2016
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The Poem Is You
60 Contemporary American Poems  
and How to Read Them

Stephen Burt

“[Burt] creates a coherent body of work 
out of the vast landscape of recent 
American poetry . . . Burt’s formidable 
breadth of knowledge about the practice 
of poetry, from Virgil up to 2015, allows 
him to make nimble connections among 
authors and establish an ars poetica for 
current American lyric poetry.”   

—Publishers Weekly
Belknap Press  |  $27.95

A Floating Chinaman
Fantasy and Failure across the Pacific

Hua Hsu

“[A] lively debut . . . Tsiang’s eclectic 
writings and unusual life provide a great 
deal of grist for Hsu . . . Tsiang comes 
across as a fascinating and sometimes 
maddening figure.”

— Jeffrey Wasserstrom, Wall Street Journal

“[A] smart new book.”

— Viet Thanh Nguyen,  
New York Times Book Review

$29.95

History and Presence 
Robert A. Orsi 

“[A] brilliant, theologically sophisticated 
exploration of the Catholic experience 
of God’s presence through the material 
world . . . On every level—from its 
sympathetic, honest, and sometimes 
moving ethnography to its astute 
analytical observations—this book is a 
scholarly masterpiece.”

—A. W. Klink, Choice
Belknap Press  |  $29.95

Strangers in Our Midst
The Political Philosophy of Immigration

David Miller

“[Miller’s] timely book Strangers in 
Our Midst: The Political Philosophy of 
Immigration may not be the first treatise 
of its kind, but it aims to be the first to 
combine such an abstract approach to 
the topic with such a strong dose of 
realism.”

— James Ryerson,  
New York Times Book Review

$35.00 

The Letters of Robert Frost
Volume 2 • 1920–1928

Robert Frost
EDITED BY  
Donald Sheehy • Mark Richardson •  
Robert Bernard Hass • Henry Atmore

“This second installment in an impressive 
project tracks the transformation of the 
hardworking craftsman into a monument 
of American letters.”

—Publishers Weekly 
Belknap Press  |  $39.95

Who Owns the Dead?
The Science and Politics of Death  
at Ground Zero

Jay D. Aronson 

“Tragedy and the often conflicted 
human response do not make for light 
reading, but this selection, with its 
historical analysis of public memorials 
and forensic details of the DNA 
recovery, reveals insights into societal 
and cultural norms and how they are 
changing in response to technology.” 

—Library Journal
$29.95

Cool Characters
Irony and American Fiction

Lee Konstantinou

“[A] dazzling new book of literary 
criticism.”

— Barrett Swanson,  
Los Angeles Review of Books

“A remarkably thorough work of literary 
scholarship, most valuable for how 
it unravels the political thinking of 
canonical American writers, as well as 
some celebrated contemporary writers.”

—Maggie Doherty, Dissent 
$39.95

The Politics of Mourning
Death and Honor in Arlington  
National Cemetery

Micki McElya

“An insightful and affecting investigation 
of how Americans see themselves, and 
how they memorialize their soldiers, 
that will be of interest to historians and, 
particularly, veterans.”

— Edwin Burgess,  
Library Journal (starred review)

$29.95
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gripping novel is its sympathetic ex-
amination of the whole situation of an 
adolescent girl, her premonitions, her 
powerlessness and lack of direction, 
the inexorable power of conventional 
expectations shaping a future that—
absent clear, imaginative direction—
she is unlikely to be able to shape for 
herself:

Poor girls. The world fattens them 
on the promise of love. How badly 
they need it, and how little most 
of them will ever get. The treacled 
pop songs, the dresses described in 
the catalogs with words like “sun-
set” and “Paris.”

Looking at newsreels of the Man-
son arrests today, it’s hard to believe 
in those fresh, beautiful, young women 
as ruthless killers, and this is part of 
Cline’s point, the wish and need of girls 
for potency and agency in a world that 
consigns them to sexting and secre-
tarial school. 

2.
Emma Cline, the author, is herself 
twenty- seven years old, young enough 
to remember and evoke Evie’s teenage 
anomie, boredom, sexual detachment, 
her yearning for meaning and belong-
ing. And maybe because she is close in 
age to her teenage protagonist, Cline 
can understand, without disapproving 
or patronizing, “the hidden world that 
adolescents inhabit, surfacing from 
time to time only when forced, training 
their parents to expect their absence.” 
The result is the kind of author– 
creation rapport we feel between, say, 
Holden Caulfield—whom Evie in some 
ways resembles—and his creator, or 
even Elizabeth Bennett and hers. How 
much attention should we, do we, pay 
to the age of the author?

Reading a book, we always dimly 
feel the author’s presence, a shadowy 
figure behind the characters and apart 
from them, to whom we can address 
silent objections if the end doesn’t sat-
isfy or something seems off, a sublimi-
nal but real sense of the age, gender, 
and probably the nationality of that 
author, even if she never speaks to us 
or appears in the text. An older author 
may be venerable, but at a minimum 
inhabits a neutral space of authority in 
the manner of, say, Thackeray or Dr. 
Johnson. 

It’s different if the author is younger 
than we are. Knowing that deprives 
the text of some authority—though it 
may impress with its prodigious tal-
ent, as here; instances of naiveté may 
impress us with their charm, and satis-

fyingly illustrate to us our superior age 
and knowledge, our more tempered or 
reasoned reactions. Here, Cline’s near-
ness in age to her subject works to great 
advantage, lending to the fourteen- 
year- old Evie freshness and credibility, 
while allowing her to step back some-
times into the life of the older Evie, 
the middle- aged woman staying in a 
friend’s house near a Northern Califor-
nia beach. 

Cline, like her character Evie, is 
nonjudgmental, old enough to see the 
Boyd parents as regular, insensitive, 
bourgeois people with their own preoc-
cupations, like most people, believing 
certain Sixties things about the harm-
lessness of drugs, the coming of the 
new dawn, political freedom, and so 
on. They inhabit a social category often 
satirized or treated as if it didn’t quite 
exist: comfortable, presumably WASP, 
suburban. And Cline is also young 
enough to capture with great freshness 
the thickness of Evie’s friend’s braces, 
or things about family tensions that get 
forgotten with time. 

Hers is an entirely successful evoca-
tion of Sixties California, right down 
to the contents of the fridges, the 
clothes—“the hobby Satanists who 
wore more jewelry than a teenage girl. 
Scarab lockets and platinum daggers, 
red candles and organ music”—above 
all the mindset—the parents smok-
ing dope with their kids, the apathetic 
adolescent sex—what it was like before 
Cline was born, which therefore she 
must only have researched. Did she 
find photos of the Berkeley girls along 
Telegraph Avenue, wearing red velvet 
frock coats in the August heat, whom 
she so vividly brings to life? 

With all this meticulous description, 
The Girls is full of the pleasures of rec-
ognition for the Californians among 
her readers, and evocations of things 
unchanged from the Manson era. “I 
know the Clines,” someone said at a 
recent dinner party, “they have that 
vineyard.” “One of the Manson girls 
was in my high school,” says someone 
else. Some of my nieces went to Santa 
Catalina, probably the original of the 
boarding school Evie goes to; one of 
my daughters brought up her kids in 
Petaluma. In this it’s a very Califor-
nia novel; the thickly regional refer-
ences remind us that though we might 
think of the New York novel, or the 
New England, or the Southern novel, 
when it comes to California writ-
ing, the shared qualities of its great 
exponents from Bret Harte to John 
Steinbeck, Raymond Chandler, Joan 
Didion, and many more, aren’t often 
treated as adding up to a literature; 
California is the Canada of American  
regionalism.  

Sanford Schwartz on  
“Stuart Davis:  
In Full Swing”

an exhibition at the Whitney  
Museum of American Art,  
New York City, through  
September 25, 2016; opening  
at the National Gallery of Art,  
Washington, D.C.,  
November 20, 2016 

Coming in the October 13 issue of  The New York Review

“A humanities degree between two covers. Brilliant.”
–David Dubal, The Juilliard School

ISBN 978 1 905570 79 9 hardback; 832 pages; $37.50
ebook ISBN 978 1 905570 80 5; $18.99

“Jeffrey Duban is one of the relatively few scholars and artists
standing athwart the flood of modernism and yelling stop...”

– Mark Helprin, Author, A Kingdom Far and Clear: The Complete Swan Lake Trilogy

“A half-century ago Duban’s views on the translation of Greek
and Latin poetry would have been non-controversial. Now
they may be as incendiary as they are desperately needed.”

– Victor Davis Hanson, The Hoover Institution, Stanford University

“ A bracing and very welcome challenge to the 20th century
dominance of ‘personal voice’ translations of Greek lyric,
Sappho in particular.” 

– Niall Slater, Samuel Candler Dobbs Professor of Latin and Greek, Emory University, Atlanta

Available wherever books and ebooks are sold
www.thelesbianlyre.com
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US Cyber Weapons: Our ‘Demon Pinball’
Sue Halpern

Zero Days 
a documentary film  
directed by Alex Gibney

Ninety- four minutes into Zero Days, 
Alex Gibney’s documentary about the 
American government’s expanding and 
largely invisible embrace of offensive 
cyber weaponry, the image of retired 
general James Cartwright appears on 
the screen. From 2007 to 2011 Cart-
wright was vice-chairman of the Joint 
Chiefs of Staff and a favorite of Presi-
dent Obama. But when he appears in 
Gibney’s film, it’s not as an advocate, 
it’s as a potential enemy of the state, ac-
cused of leaking classified information 
about Stuxnet, the sophisticated soft-
ware worm that destroyed thousands 
of centrifuges at Iran’s Natanz nuclear 
enrichment facility between 2008 and 
2010. Stuxnet went rogue in the process 
and infected computers throughout the 
world.

“These are criminal acts when they 
release information like this,” Presi-
dent Obama told the press when que-
ried about the leaks at the time, “and we 
will conduct thorough investigations, 
as we have in the past.” And then the 
government dropped the case. To pros-
ecute Cartwright, the United States 
would have had to acknowledge that 
it had a hand, along with Israel, in de-
veloping and deploying a weapon that 
blew up the physical assets of another 
country. “To this day,” Gibney tells us, 
“no one in the US or Israeli govern-
ments has officially acknowledged the 
existence of the joint operation.” 

Cyber weapons are stealth weapons. 
Absent the flash and bang of bombs 
and guns, they arrive, like all computer 
code, in 0s and 1s; they are used to si-
lently infiltrate individual machines 
and entire networks. They have the 
capacity to strike with great precision, 
shutting down critical infrastructure, 
confusing enemy signals, upending 
communications, and responding to 
and redirecting military attacks before 
they occur. 

The centrifuges targeted in Iran 
were producing weapons-  grade ura-
nium, the material needed to make 
nuclear bombs. They were sequestered 
inside a heavily guarded building that 
was not connected to the Internet. As 
a consequence, the Iranians assumed 
they were beyond reach and for years 
remained unaware that outside forces 
had taken them over. Equipment was 
blowing up, yes, but when it did they 
ascribed it to human error or shoddy 
workmanship. (People lost their jobs.) 
That is the signature of cyber weapons: 
they are written in invisible ink. 

For years now, the United States, pri-
marily through the National Security 
Agency, has devoted considerable re-
sources to cyber spying, putting “back 
doors” on computers, infecting them 
with malware, tapping into cable trans-
missions. But the government’s con-
certed use of digital tools as ordnance 
is relatively new. It began—officially, at 
least—in the midst of the Stuxnet op-
eration (code name “Olympic Games”) 
with the creation of the US Cyber 
Command in 2009. The year before, 

classified military networks running 
the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan had 
been breached, most likely by Russia. 
The US Cyber Command, which has 
both defensive and offensive capabili-
ties, was established in response. 

Cyber Command is headquartered 
alongside the NSA at Fort Meade, 
Maryland, and the NSA director is also 
its head; though they are separate enti-
ties, it wouldn’t be wrong to interpret 
the creation of Cyber Command as 
the means to amplify the work of the 
spy agency. As former CIA and NSA 
director Michael Hayden tells Alex 

Gibney, “If you can spy on a network, 
you can manipulate it. It’s already in-
cluded. The only thing you need is an 
act of will.” Cyber Command—with 
the blessing of the US president, who 
must sign off on all attacks—supplies 
that act of will. Its Cyber Mission Force 
is expected to employ 6,187 “warriors” 
by next year. 

Just as cyber weapons themselves 
operate largely out of sight, so too 
the work of those combatants. Over 
the years, despite publicizing the exis-
tence of this cyber strike force, and in 
the face of evidence culled from docu-
ments leaked by former NSA contrac-
tor Edward Snowden that show that 
in 2011 alone the United States initi-
ated 231 offensive cyber attacks, the 
government has never acknowledged 
launching a single one, according to 
David Sanger, the national security 
correspondent of The New York Times, 
and Gibney’s collaborator here. (This 
appears to have changed between the 
filming of Zero Days and last spring, 
when Defense Secretary Ash Carter 
stated in the broadest terms that the 
United States was using cyber weap-
ons against the Islamic State.) Sanger 
recalls being stonewalled by the White 
House, the Pentagon, and the NSA 
when he asked about the use of offen-
sive cyber weapons: 

Nobody would talk to you about 
it. But when you dug into the bud-
get for cyber spending during the 
Obama administration what you 
discovered was much of it was 
being spent on offensive cyber 
weapons. You see phrases like 
“Title 10 CNO.” Title ten means 
operations for the US military and 
CNO means Computer Network 

Operations. This is evidence that 
Stuxnet is just the opening wedge 
of what is a much broader US gov-
ernment effort now to develop an 
entire new class of weapons. 

The main reason no one would talk—
about Stuxnet, or any of it—is that to 
do so was to risk arrest. “Look, for the 
longest time I was in fear that I actu-
ally couldn’t say the phrase ‘computer 
network attack,’” Michael Hayden says. 

This stuff is hideously over- 
classified and it gets into the way 

of a mature, public discussion as 
to what we as a democracy want 
our nation to be doing up here in 
the cyber domain. Now this is a 
former director of NSA and CIA 
saying this stuff is overclassified. 
One of the reasons this is as highly 
classified as it is, this is a peculiar 
weapons system, this is a weapons 
system that has come out of the es-
pionage community. And so those 
people have a habit of secrecy. 

Zero Days—which traces the discovery 
of the Stuxnet virus by a computer se-
curity firm in Belarus in 2010, and the 
tense, painstaking detective work by a 
random assortment of researchers in 
the United States, Germany, France, 
the Netherlands, and Russia to piece 
together what it was and what it did 
and where it came from and why—is 
Alex Gibney’s attempt to force that 
conversation. 

Stuxnet was not meant to be found. 
It was never supposed to move beyond 
its intended target and bounce around 
the World Wide Web like a demon 
pinball. In its original configuration, 
someone, an agent of the CIA or Israeli 
intelligence, most likely, would surrep-
titiously deliver the virus via a thumb 
drive to someone else—a technician 
who was able to enter the Natanz facil-
ity, for example. Once that thumb drive 
was inserted into one of the Natanz 
computers, which were offl ine, it would 
jump the “air gap” between Natanz and 
the rest of the world. Stuxnet would 
then winnow its way into the facility’s 
operating system. 

Because the code writers were quite 
narrow in their approach, the worm 

was directed at specific pieces of 
equipment known as PLCs—program-
mable logic controllers—with specific 
ID numbers. These were the PLCs at 
Natanz that regulated the speed of its 
centrifuges. Slowing them down or ac-
celerating them, as Stuxnet did, caused 
the centrifuges to be blown to bits. It 
was clever and contained and it served 
the dual purpose of stalling Iran’s nu-
clear program while appeasing Israel, 
which was making noises about bomb-
ing Natanz and, most probably, draw-
ing the United States into yet another 
Middle Eastern conflict. 

But in 2010 the security firm in Be-
larus began hearing from clients in 
Iran that their computers were infected 
with a strange new virus, and not long 
after, the same virus began appearing 
in other parts of the world. This shows 
up well in the film as lights, overlaid 
on a map, turn on in quick succession, 
rendering the disease metaphor ineluc-
tably graphic. The spread of Stuxnet 
looks exactly like a pandemic. In the 
United States Stuxnet infected, among 
many others, the computers of a Chev-
ron refinery. In Russia, apparently, it 
made its way into a nuclear plant. The 
virus crashed some computers in Iran 
but otherwise its larger effects and ob-
jective remained unclear. 

As it was spreading, no one outside 
a small coterie in the intelligence com-
munities of the United States, Israel, 
and the UK and some high- ranking of-
ficials in those countries knew what its 
purpose was and where it came from. 
Apparently, those in the know did not 
include Sean McGurk, the head of cy-
bersecurity for the US Department of 
Homeland Security. “There was,” he 
says, 

that “Oh, crap” moment, you 
know, where we sat there and 
said, This is something that’s sig-
nificant, it’s impacting industrial 
control, it can disrupt it to the 
point that it can cause harm. . . . 
Basically [it was] . . . call everybody 
we know, inform the secretary, in-
form the White House, inform the 
other departments and agencies, 
wake up the world and figure out 
what’s going on with this particular 
 malware. 

According to Gibney, DHS then 
spent millions of dollars “trying to 
protect Americans from their own 
government.” 

The race to parse and decipher Stux-
net was led by Eric Chien and Liam 
O’Murchu, two young researchers at 
the global Internet security firm Sy-
mantec. Their quest, following what 
they call the “breadcrumbs” of evi-
dence inadvertently left in the code, 
gives the film its surprising narrative 
tension. Figuring out what the virus 
did, and its intended target and its gen-
esis, were all urgent puzzles to solve, 
especially because all Windows- based 
PCs were vulnerable to Stuxnet. 

The virus entered those computers 
through what is called a “zero-day” 
exploit—that is, a hole no one knows 
about except the attacker. No Windows 
computer encountering the virus was 
immune from it. Zero-day exploits are 

The disguised speaker representing sources inside the NSA and CIA  
who spoke to Alex Gibney for his documentary film Zero Days
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Psychoanalysis and the 

Human Sciences

LOUIS ALTHUSSER
Translated by Steven Rendall.

Foreword by Pascale Gillot.  
Preface by Olivier Corpet and François Matheron.

“Psychoanalysis and the Human 
Sciences provides a vivid account of 
the combative intellectual world of 
Althusser and his contemporaries, 
with many delightful digressions and 
personal anecdotes.”�

—Gopal Balakrishnan, author of 
Antagonistics: Capitalism and Power  
in an Age of War

The First Modern 

Japanese
The Life of Ishikawa Takuboku

DONALD KEENE

“A poignant though familiar tale of 
the genius and premature death of 
a promising artist. As Donald Keene 
notes, Ishikawa Takuboku was a pivotal 
figure and someone to consider when 
thinking about larger topics such as 
the meaning of modernity. Keene’s 
insightful and compelling study of 
Takuboku lets us finally see the dark 
side of Japan’s tearful, beloved poet."

—Charles Shirō Inouye, Tufts University

Reductionism in Art and 

Brain Science
Bridging the Two Cultures

ERIC R. KANDEL

“[A] fascinating survey of mind 
science and modern art. . . . Kandel 
presents concepts to ponder that may 
open new avenues of art making and 
neuroscientific endeavor.”�

—Publishers Weekly

As Wide as  

the World Is Wise
Reinventing Philosophical 

Anthropology

MICHAEL JACKSON

“A book that gives any soul tortured 
by questions arising from the way 
the world is today a feeling that one 
has found an author who has heard 
the torment of such a soul and has 
offered instructions on how to live 
with these questions . . . because 
these questions have been heard 
without recourse to sentimentalism or 
quick-fix solutions.”�

—Veena Das, coeditor of The Ground 
Between: Anthropologists Engage 
Philosophy
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“Nadia Urbinati and Arturo 
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potentially insurmountable challenges 
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about the future of democratic politics 
will need to read this important book.”�

—John P. McCormick, author of 
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Love in the Dark
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DIANE ENNS

“Diane Enns manages to strike 
a delicate balance between 
the intensely personal and the 
rigorously intellectual. She presents 
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everything and surviving despite 
everything. These are timeless, all-
too-human topics."

—Mari Ruti, author of The Call of 
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LUCE IRIGARAY AND 
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In an age of partisan warfare, this 
urgently needed book reveals the 
transformations, tensions, and 
continuing virtues of journalistic 
objectivity.”�

—Rodney Benson, New York University
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rare and valuable, worth hundreds of 
thousands of dollars on the black mar-
ket. Finding one zero-day exploit in a 
program was unusual, but researchers 
studying Stuxnet eventually uncovered 
four of them embedded into the code. 
This was extraordinary. It was also 
a big red flag that Stuxnet was, most 
probably, the work of a nation-state.

Once Chien and O’Murchu deter-
mined that the virus was aimed at PLCs 
made by the Siemens corporation, they 
decided to see how it worked by run-
ning a Siemens controller connected to 
a small pump—a substitute for a cen-
trifuge—at one end and an infected 
computer at the other. The pump had 
a balloon attached to it, and the re-
searchers watched in amazement and 
horror as it inflated the balloon until 
it exploded. “Here is a piece of soft-
ware that should only exist in the cyber 
realm and is able to affect physical 
equipment in a plant or a factory and 
cause physical damage,” O’Murchu 
explains. He and Chien were spooked. 
This was the stuff of Hollywood thrill-
ers. By then they knew that the PLCs 
in question were located at the Natanz 
plant, and with a little more sleuth-
ing they surmised that the countries 
with the greatest interest in sabotaging 
Iran’s nuclear program were the United 
States and Israel. 

Years later, when asked by a reporter 
for Wired magazine if they were con-
cerned that they had stumbled upon, 
and were interfering with, a covert US 
military operation, Chien, an Ameri-
can working in an American city, ob-
served that “for us . . . bad guys are 
people who are writing malicious code 
that infects systems that can cause un-
intended consequences or intended 
consequences. We’re not beholden to 
a nation. We’re a multinational, pri-
vate company protecting customers.” 
He and O’Murchu continued to probe 
the Stuxnet code and publish their find-
ings, certain that government agents 
had them under surveillance.

According to David Sanger, who 
wrote extensively about Stuxnet in his 
2012 book Confront and Conceal,* 
when Barack Obama reauthorized 
the Bush administration’s “Olympic 
Games” mission upon taking office, his 
great fear was attribution: the president 
did not want the virus to be traced back 
to the United States. Infiltrating and 
destroying physical infrastructure in 
another country could be interpreted 
as an act of war, with disastrous con-
sequences. As Emad Kiyaei, the execu-
tive director of the American Iranian 
Council, says in the film, “Let’s say a 
nuclear facility in the United States 
was targeted in the same way, the 
American government would not sit by 
and let this go.” 

Attribution might also invite ret-
ribution, which indeed did happen 
when, beginning in 2011, the Iranians 
attacked forty-six American financial 
institutions over 176 days, including 
J. P. Morgan, the New York Stock Ex-
change, and Wells Fargo. In 2013 they 
hacked into the operating system of a 
New York dam. Attribution would also 
undermine the government’s credibil-
ity when protesting the cyber incur-

sions of other nations. So anonymity 
within the code and secrecy about it 
were crucial.

As a documentarian, Gibney found 
that such secrecy posed problems. As 
he shows, over and over, no one with 
inside information would confirm the 
origin of Stuxnet. His conversation 
with the German security expert Ralph 
Langner was typical. Gibney points 
out to Langner that it’s been widely 
rumored that the virus is the work of 
a collaboration between the United 
States and Israel and he asks Langner 
if he, too, believes that to be the case. 
Langner does not deny it but says that 
it’s nothing he can talk about.  

Eventually the filmmaker finds 
someone on the inside who will go on 
the record and spill state secrets, but 
with a catch: Gibney must shield the 
informant’s identity. Film lends 
itself to this subterfuge. On 
camera, the source, who turns 
out to be a woman, is hidden 
behind a scrim of pixels; there’s 
an enigmatic, Chuck Close as-
pect to her appearance. That 
the speaker is female is discon-
certing since female hackers are 
rare and might be easy for the 
government to identify. Is this 
more artifice? It seems possible, 
but Gibney gives nothing away. 
As viewers, we have to take his 
word that she is who she says 
she is—a patriot and a veteran 
of the war in Afghanistan who, in 2007, 
began working in the Remote Opera-
tions Center of the NSA’s Tailored Ac-
cess Operations division, the agency’s 
elite hacking unit. She is willing to 
talk to Gibney, she says, because she 
is concerned about the misinformation 
surrounding Stuxnet and the public’s 
ignorance of where viruses like it may 
lead. “We have to understand these 
new weapons,” she says gravely. “The 
stakes are too high.” 

Gibney’s source goes on to confirm 
the partnership between the US and 
Israel in developing and deploying 
Stuxnet (with an assist from Britain’s 
GCHQ), explaining that each time Stux-
net was launched, a CIA agent stood 
behind the computer operator and gave 
the order to attack. The source also says 
that the worm went rogue when the Is-
raelis changed the code without the con-
sent of the Americans so that it would 
spread without human intervention and 
“just fucking launched it.” Her indig-
nation is appreciable and it is familiar: 
it’s the fury of a writer whose perfect 
sentences have been mucked up by an 
overzealous editor. Stuxnet continued 
to be deployed after that, but it didn’t 
take long for the Iranians to under-
stand that what they had been assum-
ing to be operator error and equipment 
malfunction was something sinister 
and unprecedented. And then they 
turned around and developed their own 
cyber army to mount their own cyber  
campaigns. 

At the end of the film, Gibney brings 
his insider out of the shadows. The pix-
els on the screen coalesce to reveal an 
attractive young woman, sitting in a 
studio, talking directly into the cam-
era. Before there is time to applaud her 
bravery for coming forward or Gibney’s 
recklessness in showing her face, she 
introduces herself as an actor, playing a 
role based on Gibney’s interviews with 
a small number of people from the NSA 
and CIA. It feels slippery, and it’s also 
unsettling, which may be the point.

In this film, and in earlier interviews, 
Michael Hayden has referred to the 
launching of Stuxnet as “August 1945.” 
What he means is that with Stuxnet, 
the United States unleashed a new 
class of weapon upon the world, one of 
great and unknown power that will be 
decisive in the years to come. Nuclear 
weapons, obviously, are absolute, but 
it would be shortsighted to underesti-
mate the potency and reach of weap-
ons that can take out power grids, 
shut down telecommunications, wreak 
havoc on banking systems, and com-
promise water supplies. In one of the 
final revelations of the film, Gibney’s 
source explains that Stuxnet was only 
one way the United States was plan-
ning to disempower Iran in the event 
that Israel started a conflict there, and 
from her description of that larger 

mission, called Nitro Zeus, one gets a 
good idea of what all- out cyber warfare 
might look like: 

We built in attacks on Iran’s com-
mand and control systems, so the 
Iranians couldn’t talk to each 
other in a fight. We infiltrated 
their . . . military air defense sys-
tems so they couldn’t shoot down 
our planes if we flew over. We also 
went after their civilian support 
systems. Power grids, transporta-
tion, communications, financial 
systems. . . .  NZ [Nitro Zeus] was 
the plan for a full-scale cyber war, 
with no attribution. 

Nuclear weapons are expensive to 
build and maintain, and this is another 
way they are different from cyber weap-
ons, which are cheap and available on 
the black market so that any country—
and any criminal or terrorist group or 
proxy nation or industrial competi-
tor—can acquire them. In 2014, for 
instance, hackers—their identity still 
unknown—infiltrated the control sys-
tem of a German steel plant. The next 
year, hackers, most likely from Russia, 
shut down the power grid in western 
Ukraine. China, which has its own elite 
offensive cyber force within the Peo-
ple’s Liberation Army, has been busy 
stealing, among many other things, 
blueprints for US pipelines, power 
transmission lines, and power plants. 
According to Eric Rosenbach, an as-
sistant secretary of defense in charge of 
homeland defense and global security 
issues, “some five dozen countries are 
building a military- cyber operation, 
equivalent to the United States’ Cyber 
Command.”

It has been suggested, in this film 
and in the press, that the reason the 
United States has maintained its si-
lence on Stuxnet and other offensive 
cyber attacks is that it doesn’t want 
to lose its strategic advantage by re-
vealing what is in its arsenal. In the 

spring, when Secretary Carter an-
nounced that the US was waging cyber 
war against ISIS, he made it clear that 
the success of the effort depended on 
secrecy. “We don’t want the enemy 
to know when, where, and how we’re 
conducting cyber operations,” he said. 
“We don’t want them to have informa-
tion that will allow them to adapt over 
time. We want them to be surprised 
when we conduct cyber operations.” 
Exposing what’s possible to do in the 
cyber realm also renders it probable 
that an adversary will attempt to rep-
licate it, engendering an even more 
aggressive arms race than the one al-
ready in progress. 

In the Department of Defense’s 
lengthy report on its cyber strategy, 
issued in April 2015, the authors note 
that cyber threats have displaced ter-

rorism as the number-one 
strategic threat to the United 
States, and they name Russia, 
China, Iran, and North Korea 
as having “invested significantly 
in cyber as it provides them with 
a  viable, plausibly deniable ca-
pability to target the US home-
land and damage US interests.” 
That same document, most of 
which is devoted to cyber de-
fense and  cybersecurity, also 
acknowledges, in conditional 
and dissembling bureaucratic 
language, the Defense Depart-
ment’s willingness to engage in 

offensive cyber actions. “There may be 
times,” it says, 

when the President or the Secre-
tary of Defense may determine 
that it would be appropriate for the 
US military to conduct cyber op-
erations to disrupt an adversary’s 
military- related networks or infra-
structure so that the US military 
can protect US interests in an area 
of operations.

A classified presidential directive is-
sued in 2012, and divulged by Edward 
Snowden, sets out the broad instruc-
tions for conducting offensive cyber at-
tacks against both foreign and domestic 
adversaries. As reported by Glenn 
Greenwald and Ewen MacAskill in 
The Guardian, the president directed 
the heads of the CIA, National Intel-
ligence, and the Defense Department 
to prepare a list of “potential systems, 
processes and infrastructure against 
which the United States should estab-
lish and maintain OCEO [Offensive 
Cyber Effects Operations] capabili-
ties”; and the president went on to au-
thorize cyber incursions abroad when 
“‘US national interests and equities’ 
require such nonconsensual attacks.” 
When asked by Greenwald and Mac-
Askill about the apparent escalation 
of offensive cyber activities outlined 
in the directive, a senior official told 
them, “Once humans develop the ca-
pacity to build boats, we build navies. 
Once you build airplanes, we build air 
forces.”

While the presidential directive em-
phasizes that all cyber attacks must 
conform to US law, one result of the 
secrecy that conceals cyber warfare is 
that there are no rules of engagement 
to define its proper use. Although legal 
scholars have suggested that the exist-
ing rules that govern war pertain to 
cyber conflicts as well, the stealth na-
ture of cyber attacks, where attribution 

A section of code from the Internet security firm Symantec’s 
breakdown of the Stuxnet virus; from Zero Days
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*Reviewed by Joseph Lelyveld in these 
pages, August 16, 2012; see also my ar-
ticle “Are Hackers Heroes?,” The New 
York Review, September 27, 2012.
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The Killing of Osama bin Laden
by Seymour M. Hersh. 
Verso, 132 pp., $19.95

1.
On May 1, 2011, President Obama an-
nounced that Osama bin Laden had 
been killed in a “targeted operation” 
carried out by a “small team of Ameri-
cans.” The raid was conducted, he ex-
plained, after “years of painstaking 
work by our intelligence community” 
had uncovered bin Laden’s hiding place 
in a compound in Abbottabad, Paki-
stan. Obama said the successful attack 
was “the most significant achievement 
to date in our nation’s effort to defeat 
al- Qaeda.” 

During the past few years, the CIA’s 
claim to having successfully tracked 
down Osama bin Laden through exten-
sive intelligence work has come under 
scrutiny by a small group of skeptics. 
Seymour Hersh, the widely admired 
investigative journalist who uncov-
ered the My Lai massacre in 1969, is 
perhaps the most insistent and vocal 
among them. His own controversial ac-
count of how the CIA found and killed 
the founder of al- Qaeda originally 
appeared as “The Killing of Osama 
bin Laden” in the London Review 
of Books last May, and has now been 
published in a book of the same name, 
along with three other essays concern-
ing US policy and Syria. 

According to the US government’s 
official account, the CIA, through 
“painstaking work,” had identified a 
“courier” who delivered messages to 
bin Laden at a house in Abbottabad. 
Bin Laden and his family had been liv-
ing there for several years, unknown to 
the Pakistani military’s Interservices 
Intelligence (ISI). The house had been 
especially built for the families of bin 
Laden, the courier, and the courier’s 
brother on land that the courier had 
personally bought. According to the US 
government, the CIA never informed 
the ISI of its discovery, nor did it inform 
it about the planned US Special Forces 
attack. The subsequent covert airborne 
raid by SEAL Team Six resulted in the 
death of bin Laden, bin Laden’s son, the 
courier, and the courier’s brother and 
brother’s wife. Bin Laden’s body was 
flown out in one of the helicopters and 

buried at sea within twenty- four hours, 
in keeping with Islamic custom. 

When the story of bin Laden’s kill-
ing was made public, crowds of peo-
ple gathered at the White House and 
Ground Zero to celebrate what was 
understood to be an American vic-
tory in the war on terror. The CIA 
was praised for its intelligence work, 
Obama for his decisiveness in authoriz-
ing the attack, and the US SEALs for 
their courage and success in carrying 
out the raid. Soon after the announce-
ment, however, the official US account 
of what happened was called into ques-
tion as new information was made pub-
lic that contradicted the story initially 
told by the government. John Bren-
nan, the deputy national security ad-
viser, originally told reporters that bin 
Laden had “engaged in a firefight” with 
the US SEALs conducting the raid. A 
day later White House spokesman Jay 
Carney announced that bin Laden had 
not been armed. Two of the SEALs in-
volved in the raid separately released 
contradictory accounts of what hap-
pened in Abbottabad, each claiming to 
have fired the final shots at bin Laden.

The shifting official account of what 
happened during, and leading up to, the 

Abbottabad raid quickly encouraged 
speculation that important parts of the 
story remained untold. In an article in 
The New York Times Magazine of May 
12, 2015, Carlotta Gall described the 
story of bin Laden’s death as a “change-
able feast.” “All of the accounts,” she 
suggested, “were incomplete in some 
way.” Hersh writes in his book’s first 
chapter that “the White House’s story 
might have been written by Lewis 
Carroll: would bin Laden, target of a 
massive international manhunt, really 
decide that a resort town forty miles 
from Islamabad would be the safest 
place to live and command al- Qaida’s 
operations?” Hersh’s incredulity led 
him to write his own account, for which 
he tells us he relies upon the testimony 
of a retired US senior intelligence of-
ficial, two longtime consultants to the 
US Special Operations Command, and 
Pakistani insiders who are not named.

According to Hersh’s version, bin 
Laden was tracked down not by ex-
tensive CIA spying but by the evidence 
from a “walk-in”—a former Pakistani 
intelligence officer who came to the 
US embassy in Islamabad in August 
2010 and told CIA officials that the 
ISI, Pakistan’s intelligence agency, had 
been keeping bin Laden in custody 
in Abbottabad since 2006. The com-

pound, he said, was financed by the 
Saudis. After the US became aware 
of this information, Hersh writes, the 
ISI collaborated with the CIA to help 
plan and carry out the raid that would 
lead to bin Laden’s death. To prevent 
possible interference, the Pakistani air 
force was grounded during the raid 
and an ISI officer accompanied the 
American SEALs to direct them to bin 
Laden’s quarters. Hersh writes that bin 
Laden’s body was not buried at sea, as 
the American government insisted, but 
was instead thrown out of a US heli-
copter returning to Afghanistan. 

The first part of Hersh’s account—
his claim that bin Laden’s hiding place 
was revealed not by CIA spying but by 
a Pakistani informant—has been sup-
ported by Carlotta Gall, and Steve 
Coll, dean of the Columbia Graduate 
School of Journalism, has also sug-
gested it is plausible. In her New York 
Times Magazine article in 2015, Gall 
reported learning from a high member 
of the ISI that “it was indeed a Pakistani 
Army brigadier—all the senior officers 
of the ISI are in the military—who told 
the CIA where Bin Laden was hiding, 
and that Bin Laden was living there 
with the knowledge and protection of 
the ISI.” Coll told Jonathan Mahler at 
The New York Times Magazine that he 
had been trying for four years to con-
firm the name of the informant.

The story of the brigadier, if true, 
would undermine both the CIA’s claim 
to responsibility for discovering bin 
Laden’s location and the Pakistani 
government’s denial of having known 
anything about it. But the supposed 
informant’s identity has not been veri-
fied. Steve Coll reiterated to me in an 
e- mail that neither he nor any other 
reporter he knows has yet been able to 
confirm it, although there have been ru-
mors that he was taken to Washington, 
where the CIA continues to protect his 
identity. Coll also suggested that there 
has been so much speculation over the 
years about the possibility of an infor-
mant that it has become difficult to dis-
tinguish rumor from fact. Hersh’s own 
account relies largely upon the state-
ments of an anonymous retired CIA of-
ficer. It seems possible (and this is my 
own speculation) that the revelations 
of a Pakistani walk- in coincided with 
the information supplied by the CIA’s 
own sources, whether in the bazaars 

Sy Hersh and Osama bin Laden:  
The Right and the Wrong

Ahmed Rashid

is often impossible to ascertain, holds 
the promise of absolving nations of the 
responsibility of adhering to them. The 
secrecy that enables one country to 
pick the pocket of another allows them 
to do so without international scrutiny. 
Cyber weapons may hold out the pos-
sibility of a certain kind of mutually 
assured destruction, but so far there 
has been little international interest in 
deterrence. 

Five years later, it’s hard to know how 
to judge the success of Stuxnet. The 
malware did what it was designed to 
do: it destroyed thousands of uranium 

enrichment centrifuges, slowing down 
the Iranian nuclear project by a year 
or two, and discouraging the Israelis 
from initiating a conventional military 
campaign. But those successes were 
overtaken by their effect on officials in 
the Iranian government, who were mo-
tivated to step up their nuclear efforts 
in its wake and develop a sophisticated 
cyber attack force of their own. 

On the other hand, the deal signed 
earlier this year between the United 
States and Iran, which should curb Ira-
nian nuclear ambitions for the next fif-
teen years, might also be seen as result 

of both Stuxnet and the greater threat, 
waiting offstage, of Nitro Zeus. Gib-
ney’s sources, we are told, think so and 
they say their colleagues agree. The 
character speaking for these sources 
says, “Everyone I know is basically 
thrilled with the Iran deal. Diplomacy 
worked. But behind that deal was a lot 
of confidence in our cyber capability.”

That capability will only grow. 
DARPA, the research arm of the De-
partment of Defense, is currently 
working on a project to use virtual re-
ality headsets to enable soldiers to vi-
sualize and explore computer networks 

in three dimensions in order to locate 
points of attack. Another DOD initia-
tive involves moving civilian engineers, 
hackers, coders, and security experts in 
and out of the Pentagon for short- term 
stints to “drive game- changing evolu-
tion in the way DOD builds and de-
ploys technology and digital services.”  
And the Cyber Mission Force will 
be fully operational in another year. 
Given the government’s aversion to 
a public discussion of the scope and 
limits of cyber warfare, whatever this 
group does, the chances are we’ll never 
hear about it.  

A wax figure of Osama bin Laden, Mi dzyzdroje, Poland, September 2008
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of Pakistani cities or in the Pakistani 
bureaucracy. There may have been 
several routes along which information 
was reaching the CIA. 

Hersh’s second major claim—that 
Pakistan’s military collaborated in the 
raid after the US discovered that it was 
hiding bin Laden—is not supported by 
the findings of Gall and Coll, and is the 
least likely aspect of his account. Hersh 
provides no historical analysis of the 
hugely complex and tense relationship 
between the US and Pakistani intelli-
gence agencies. His only explanation for 
why the ISI would have cooperated with 
the CIA in killing bin Laden was “to en-
sure the continued release of American 
military aid, a good percentage of which 
was anti- terrorism funding that finances 
personal security such as bullet-proof 
limousines and security guards and 
housing for the ISI leadership.” 

The relationship between the US 
and Pakistan has always been strained, 
and Hersh does not discuss the fact 
that 2011 was the worst year in US– 
Pakistan relations since the late 1980s. 
In December 2010, the US suspected 
that the ISI had deliberately leaked 
the name of the CIA station chief in 
Islamabad, who then became the tar-
get of so many death threats that the 
CIA had to remove him from his post 
in Pakistan. In January 2011, just four 
months before the death of bin Laden, 
US– Pakistan relations were suspended 
after Raymond Davis, a CIA contrac-
tor, shot two Pakistanis in Lahore. A 
third Pakistani was killed in a “hit and 
run” by the car that was coming to Da-
vis’s aid. Davis was caught and jailed 
and the ISI refused to release him un-
less Washington issued a full apology, 
which the Obama administration re-
fused to do, claiming that Davis had 
diplomatic immunity. 

ISI–CIA relations sank further when 
Islamabad accused the CIA of station-
ing three hundred agents illegally in 
Pakistan and stopped issuing all visas 
for US officials wanting to visit Islam-
abad, including security guards for 
embassy staff. Fearing an attack by 
extremists, the entire US consulate in 
Lahore was shut down and moved to 
Islamabad.

Meanwhile, as the war in Afghani-
stan continued, Pakistan refused to 
exert pressure on both the Afghan 
Taliban and the Haqqani group to 
enter into talks with the Kabul regime, 
which carried out several attacks in 
Kabul. The mistrust between the US 
and Pakistan deepened after the US 
restarted drone attacks on Pakistani 
territory, conducting a total of seventy- 
five strikes during 2011.

Davis was finally released in late 
March—a few weeks before bin Lad-
en’s death—after the US issued an 
apology, but the hatred and mistrust 
between the CIA and the ISI was acute. 
A day after Davis’s release, a series of 
US drone attacks in North Waziristan 
killed forty people—many of them ci-
vilians. General Ashfaq Kayani, the 
commander of Pakistan’s army, accused 
the CIA of “carelessly and callously” 
targeting “peaceful citizens.” In No-
vember the Pakistani army suspended 
all use of Pakistan’s roads by US and 
NATO military traffic into Afghani-
stan, in retaliation for the accidental 
killing of twenty- four Pakistani sol-
diers by NATO helicopters. The roads 
remained closed for seven months. 

In view of the history of bad rela-
tions between the CIA and ISI during 
the period before the raid, it is incon-
ceivable to me that the cooperation be-
tween them that Hersh describes could 
have taken place. That Hersh mentions 
none of these tensions and nothing at 
all about the state of CIA–ISI relations 
seems to me inexplicable. Moreover, in 
the aftermath of the Abbottabad raid, 
both the commanding general of the 
Pakistani army and senior ISI officers 
faced acute embarrassment and accu-
sations from the civilian government, 
the parliament, the media, and the pub-
lic. They were deemed incompetent for 
allowing US helicopters into Pakistani 
airspace. It is not plausible that mili-
tary commanders would deliberately 
risk the kind of humiliation that Paki-
stan’s army then faced. Hersh does not 
mention any of this fallout.

As for US participation in the alleged 
cooperation, I cannot imagine that the 
administration, once it discovered bin 
Laden’s whereabouts, would so calmly 
accept that he had been kept hidden by 
Pakistan, with support from Saudi Ara-
bia, since 2006. Wouldn’t the US have 
held these states accountable for the 
al- Qaeda attacks bin Laden may have 
planned during the time he was being 
looked after by Pakistan and the Sau-
dis? Was the CIA, after spending two 
decades looking for bin Laden, sud-
denly going to start cooperating closely 
with the forces that had provided him 
sanctuary?

Finally, if the Pakistani military knew 
in advance about the US raid and had 
told everyone to stand down, dozens of 
senior Pakistani officers must have been 
informed. In Abbottabad alone, senior 
officers from the army, ISI, paramilitary, 
air force, the cadet college, police, civil 
bureaucracy, fire brigade, and dozens 
more would have to have been in on the 
plan in order to avoid any interference 
with the US raiders. Yet word of such a 
deal has never leaked out, and even the 
many sources of political gossip in Paki-
stan do not mention it.

The other three essays in Hersh’s book 
concern America’s policy in Syria and 
particularly President Obama’s surpris-
ing decision not to intervene after an 
extremely destructive chemical attack 
on the Damascus suburb of Ghouta in 
August 2013 was determined to have 
been conducted by the Assad regime. 
During the previous year, Obama had 
insisted that the Syrian government’s 
use of chemical weapons would be 
a “red line” and that there would be 
“enormous consequences” for violat-
ing it. Soon after the Assad regime was 
found responsible for the attack, Sen-
ate Majority Leader Harry Reid intro-
duced a resolution that would allow the 
US to intervene militarily in the Syrian 
civil war. But in September, before any 
plans for American action had been 
put into effect, Obama canceled them 
altogether after Syria, with Russia’s 
prompting, agreed to destroy its entire 
chemical weapons arsenal. 

This, at least, is the story that the US 
government tells; Hersh has a differ-
ent version of what happened. He ar-
gues that the sarin attacks on Ghouta, 
which killed hundreds of people, were 
not carried out by President Bashar  
al-Assad’s forces as was widely be-
lieved at the time, but, with Turkey’s 
help, by Jabhat al- Nusra, a Syrian affili-
ate of al- Qaeda that opposes both the 

Assad regime and the Islamic State in  
Iraq and Syria (ISIS). 

Hersh suspects that al- Nusra and 
Turkey conducted the chemical attack 
in order to provoke the US to intervene 
and punish the Syrian government. 
“Erdo an’s hope,” Hersh writes, “was 
to instigate an event that would force 
the US to cross the red line.” 

By 2013, there was certainly a strong 
belief in the Middle East that only US 
military intervention could bring the 
civil war in Syria to an end. Hersh’s 
claim that Turkey attempted to bring 
about such an intervention, however, 
is not adequately supported by other 
evidence or sources. In the absence 
of such evidence, it is hard to believe 
that Turkey’s involvement in a secret 
attack would not have been leaked, or 
publicly criticized, by some of Presi-

dent Erdo an’s many opponents. It is 
equally doubtful that Erdo an would 
have risked the damage to Turkey’s in-
ternational standing, and his relations 
with major powers, if it became known 
that he was providing arms, including 
lethal gas, to al- Qaeda terrorists.

I’ve long admired the skill and inde-
pendence with which Hersh has brought 
important and concealed information 
to light, and we can be sure there is no 
shortage of conspiracies to be revealed 
in a Muslim world torn apart by com-
peting jihadist groups and by civil wars. 
But neither of the theories of secret  
conspiracy that Hersh presents in his 
book is backed up by strong evidence.

Even though so much of Hersh’s book 
relates to al- Qaeda and its affiliates, he 
gives us no sense of al- Qaeda’s position 
in the world in 2011 or today. Aside 
from the lack of evidence supporting 
his controversial claims, this is the most 
disappointing aspect of The Killing of 
Osama bin Laden. In recent years 
al- Qaeda has made a dramatic come-
back. Since bin Laden’s death—which 
it has exploited to increase its stand-
ing in jihadist circles—its operations 
and attacks have been primarily car-
ried out through partially autonomous 
franchises—al- Nusra in Syria, Ansar 
al- Sharia in Yemen, al- Qaeda in the 
Islamic Maghreb (AQIM) in Algeria, 
and al- Shabaab in Somalia. This more 
diffuse organization, with smaller  
affiliates commanding local loyalty 
in  regions already caught up in civil 
war, has enabled the group to quietly  
expand its influence and survive the 
ascendancy of ISIS, an ascendancy that 

has recently been weakened.
AQIM, which has long been active 

across the Sahel deserts in Mali and  
Algeria, has now expanded its attacks 
to Burkina Faso and the Ivory Coast. 
Somalia’s deadly al- Shabaab—which 
pledged allegiance to al- Qaeda in 
2012—has expanded its operations to 
Kenya. Al- Qaeda is regaining strength 
in the Arab heartland as some of its se-
nior leaders return to Syria after years 
in exile in Pakistan and Afghanistan. 
This has enabled al- Nusra to challenge 
more effectively both the Assad regime 
and ISIS. From reports I have read, 
al- Nusra has been discussing the es-
tablishment of an al- Qaeda emirate or 
Islamic state in Syria that would openly 
challenge ISIS’s caliphate. In early 
May Hamza bin Laden, the twenty-
four-year-old son of Osama bin Laden, 
called upon all groups in Syria to unite 
for “liberating Palestine”—a cause 
that is still popular among jihadists but 
largely ignored by ISIS. Moreover, the 
overall leader of al- Qaeda, Ayman al-
Zawahiri, is still alive and apparently 
active while hiding out in the Pakistan–
Afghanistan borderlands.

In Yemen, al- Qaeda in the Arabian 
Peninsula (AQAP) took control of and 
governed the province of Hadhramaut 
and its port of Mukalla for more than 
a year before being ousted in April by 
Yemeni regular forces. But AQAP is 
still active and has been trying to re- 
gain strength. According to US intel-
ligence, it still maintains the capacity 
to bring down US aircraft and was re-
sponsible for last year’s attack on Char-
lie Hebdo in Paris. In Afghanistan 
al- Qaeda is working more and more 
closely with the Afghan Taliban and 
the Haqqani network. There are still 
over three hundred al- Qaeda fighters 
in Afghanistan, more in Pakistan, and 
a new affiliate that is active in India. 

Relative to other Islamic groups,  
al- Qaeda has had the widest global 
impact on Muslims globally over the 
past three decades. Under the leader-
ship of bin Laden, it elevated jihad to a 
primary and obligatory element of the 
Muslim faith (even though it is given 
no such status in the Koran or  Hadith), 
and established an interpretation of 
jihad that encourages violence in the 
name of defending Islam against its en-
emies. Al- Qaeda’s understanding of and 
emphasis on jihad has been adopted by 
many subsequent Islamic groups, ISIS 
chief among them. 

Unlike ISIS, al- Qaeda has taken a 
long- term approach to the project of 
building a new caliphate, with the con-
viction that it must first acquire the 
resources and popular base to sustain 
a new state. By contrast, ISIS started 
building the caliphate immediately and 
it is now taking serious military losses 
in Iraq and Syria while also running out 
of funds. However, what ISIS does re-
tain and has used ruthlessly during the 
last year is a large cadre of fighters who 
are drawn from European states and 
have carried out multiple suicide at-
tacks using various tactics in  Germany, 
France, Belgium, and the US. 

Whether or not Hersh’s theories are 
ever confirmed, it is important that we 
not allow them to distract us from the 
continuing dangers of al- Qaeda. While 
the American killing of Osama bin 
Laden had significant consequences, 
both practically and symbolically, for 
al- Qaeda’s status in the world, its effec-
tiveness in limiting the organization’s 
power should not be overstated. 

Seymour Hersh in his office,  
Washington, D.C., 2009
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The Killer Cats Are Winning!
Natalie Angier

Cat Wars:  
The Devastating Consequences  
of a Cuddly Killer
by Peter P. Marra and Chris Santella. 
Princeton University Press, 
212 pp., $24.95

Dogs may claim the oxidized trade-
mark of “man’s best friend,” but in this 
country pet cats outnumber dogs by 
as much as 20 percent. Nearly half of 
American households are home to one 
or more cats, and we treat our 86 mil-
lion felid companions remarkably, even 
extravagantly, well. Driven by their 
fussy palates, we spend $7 billion a year 
to feed them, to try comically elabo-
rate medleys like “tuna in 
crab surimi consommé” or 
“Pumpkin Jack Splash.” 
We invest another few bil-
lion dollars annually in cat 
veterinary care, cat toys, cat 
litter, catnip, a little witch’s 
hat for Halloween. We re-
ward funny cat videos on 
YouTube with hundreds of 
millions of views. 

Yet even as we make such 
efforts, we admire cats for 
not quite buying into the 
deal, for their legendary 
independence and aloof-
ness. Dogs may obey their 
masters and aim to please; 
but cats, their human parti-
sans will proudly point out, 
cannot be tamed or herded. 
Cats are still wild at heart.

In the view of Peter P. 
Marra and Chris Santella in 
Cat Wars, the jaunty image 
of the house cat as a kind of 
lap-sized leopard and the 
powerful, almost parental 
love that cat owners feel 
for the increasingly popular 
pet obscure another, darker truth about 
Felis catus. Free-roaming domestic cats, 
they argue, are an environmental men-
ace of staggering and still-escalating 
proportions. They are “cuddly killers” 
that butcher tens of billions of songbirds, 
small mammals, reptiles, and lizards 
each year and push vulnerable spe-
cies toward extinction. Cats hunt when 
they are hungry and hunt when they are 
full. “In the United States,” the authors 
write, “more birds and mammals die at 
the mouths of cats than from wind tur-
bines, automobile strikes, pesticides and 
poisons, collisions with skyscrapers and 
windows, and other so-called direct an-
thropogenic causes combined.” 

Marra, who directs the Smithsonian 
Migratory Bird Center in Washington, 
and Santella, a journalist, attribute 
about a third of the annual cat-linked 
carnage to pet cats that are allowed to 
come and go as they please. The rest 
is the work of unowned cats: former 
pets that were abandoned or wandered 
off—otherwise known as strays—and 
the feral offspring of strays. The loose-
cat problem is not limited to the US. 
The prestigious International Union for 
Conservation of Nature lists Felis catus 
as one of the hundred “worst invasive 
alien species” in the world, right up 
there with the Anopheles mosquito, the 
zebra mussel, and Dutch elm disease. 

Not everyone is convinced that free-
ranging cats represent a crisis of ma-

larial proportions, particularly not if 
it means stray and feral cats will be 
rounded up en masse and delivered to 
animal shelters, where they are likely 
to be exterminated. There’s a reason 
the book is called Cat Wars: as pas-
sionately as Marra and other environ-
mentalists have decried the toll cats 
exact on wildlife, cat advocacy groups 
like Alley Cat Allies have fought back 
with equal zeal. They point out that the 
relationship between domestic cats and 
people dates back more than ten thou-
sand years, that cats have spent most of 
that time living largely outdoors, not 
in—remember the barn cat?—and that 
our obligations to care for the animals 

our forebears chose to domesticate are 
at least as great as anything we owe the 
chickadees and voles that flit through 
our backyards. 

A particularly blistering skirmish in 
this unfortunate war between animal 
lovers is taking place over the so-called 
Trap- Neuter- Return (TNR) programs, 
which are gaining traction nationwide 
and are popular with the public. By the 
standard TNR protocol, outdoor cats 
living in periodically provisioned colo-
nies are lured into cages, brought to 
clinics for spaying or castrating, vacci-
nated against rabies, and then released 
back to their collective. Cat advocates 
view TNR programs as a humane alter-
native to euthanizing strays, and they 
argue that, because the returned cats 
can’t reproduce, the post-surgical colo-
nies gradually shrink in number and 
disappear. Environmentalists counter 
that there is no evidence the programs 
reduce free-ranging cat populations 
and some evidence they may add to 
the problem by encouraging people to 
dump their unwanted pets into an out-
door colony. 

Marra and Santella take a stab at 
empathizing with their adversaries, 
going so far as to accompany a Friends 
of Felines volunteer in Salem, Oregon, 
on her hunt for unfixed strays to trap. 
Nevertheless, their opposition to TNR, 

or to any measure that gives peripatetic 
cats even a temporary pass, remains, 
quite simply, ferocious. “The story of 
the ecological impact of free-ranging 
cats is not being heard,” they write. “It 
is being drowned out by the strident 
and inaccurate claims of free-ranging 
cat advocates.” Stridency, though, can 
be contagious. What action do they 
recommend we take to stem the eco-
logical impact of outdoor cats? “Re-
move them—once and for all—from 
the landscape.” And by any means pos-
sible: “Euthanasia needs to be part of a 
successful long-term solution.” 

We know that nature’s theater bris-
tles with industrious carnivores and 

omnivores—hawks that pluck cardi-
nals right off a bird feeder, squirrels 
that grab eggs from crows’ nests, and 
crows that grab babies from squirrels’ 
nests. What makes free-ranging cats 
such an exceptionally dangerous threat 
to birds and other wildlife? The book 
describes a number of factors. First, in 
most parts of the world, including the 
US, cats are an invasive species, which 
means they can be thought of as “an-
other form of an environmental con-
taminant . . . like DDT.” To qualify as 
invasive, a species cannot be native to 
a particular location; it must have ar-
rived there with human help; it must 
spread quickly in its new venue; and it 
must cause considerable damage to na-
tive species and their habitats. The pro-
genitor of the domestic cat is thought 
to be the wildcat, Felis silvestris, one of 
the smaller of the forty living species 
in the family Felidae. Weighing about 
twelve pounds, the wildcat looks rather 
like a tough, broad-faced tabby with 
dark mackerel stripes, and it comes in 
twenty different subspecies, includ-
ing the European wildcat, the Near 
Eastern wildcat, and the central Asian 
wildcat. Recent genetic studies point to 
the Near Eastern subtype as the house 
cat’s closest kin, confirming the long-
standing hypothesis that cats were first 
domesticated somewhere in the Fertile 
Crescent, probably around ten thou-
sand years ago. Other new research 

suggests that cats were independently 
domesticated in China about five thou-
sand years later. 

Nobody knows how domestication 
got started, but in all likelihood wild-
cats began hanging around human 
granaries to hunt the birds and rodents 
that were attracted by the stored seeds 
and grains. Cats that were exception-
ally friendly toward people would have 
been encouraged to settle down and 
eat their fill, giving them a reproduc-
tive edge over their less winsome peers. 
The eventual result: a mild-mannered, 
playful, huggable spinoff of a wildcat. 

But through it all, a predator. Do-
mesticated cats proved especially use-

ful as mousers aboard 
ships, and when Europeans 
began circumnavigating 
the globe they brought cats 
with them: the fourteenth-
century English monarch 
Edward II is said to have 
decreed that all sailing ves-
sels must carry a cat for 
pest control. Soon domestic 
cats were everywhere, and 
with females able to start 
breeding at five months 
of age and to give birth to 
large litters three times a 
year, worried naturalists 
began to take note. “The 
cat, an introduced animal, 
is not needed here outside 
of buildings,” the New Eng-
land ornithologist Edward 
Forbush wrote in 1916. “It 
has disturbed the biological 
balance and has become a 
destructive force among na-
tive birds and mammals.” 

Nowhere has that de-
structive force been more 

conspicuous than when unleashed on 
an island. In 1894, David Lyall took 
the post of lantern keeper at a newly 
opened lighthouse on Stephens Island, 
a small camel’s hump of craggy rock 
and dense vegetation two miles off the 
coast of mainland New Zealand. Until 
the building of the lighthouse, the is-
land had been almost wholly free of 
human interference, and it teemed with 
spectacular endemic life forms found 
in no other part of the globe. 

Lyall, an amateur naturalist, looked 
forward to studying the island’s biologi-
cal bounty, and he received unexpected 
help in his mission from Tibbles, the 
female cat he’d brought along to keep 
him company. Tibbles was allowed 
to roam freely around the island, and 
soon she was presenting to him the 
results of her hunting labor, includ-
ing carcasses of an awkwardly elegant 
wren-like bird with a stubby tail and 
large feet that Lyall was certain had 
never been scientifically described be-
fore. It was a flightless songbird—one 
of only three such kinds of birds in the 
world—which had lost the need to fly 
after generations on an island without 
predators. Using his taxidermic skills, 
Lyall reworked fifteen of the corpses 
into museum-quality specimens, and 
the bird has since been named Traver-
sia lyalli in his honor. 

As it turned out, Tibbles was preg-
nant when she arrived on the island, 

A tropical bird and a tabby cat, Herowana, Papua New Guinea, 1993

L
eo

n
ar

d 
F

re
ed

/M
ag

n
u

m
 P

h
o

to
s



September 29, 2016 35

and her offspring also had free run of 
the place. In 1899 the new lighthouse 
keeper began an aggressive bid to re-
turn the island to its prefeline state by 
shooting more than a hundred feral 
cats. In 1925 the island at last was de-
clared free of cats. It was also free of 
T. lyalli: the rare flightless songbird had 
been hunted to extinction.

For island-bound species, cats of all 
colors are a sign of bad luck. In a 2011 
review in the journal Global Change 
Biology examining wildlife crises on 
120 islands, Felix Medina and his col-
leagues concluded that cats helped 
cause the decline or extinction of 123 
species of songbirds, parrots, seabirds, 
and penguins; twenty-five species of 
iguanas, lizards, turtles, and snakes; 
and twenty-seven species of small 
mammals, including a lemur and a bat.

Another reason that free-roaming 
cats pose an outsized threat to wildlife is 
their status as subsidized predators. Do-
mestic cats are not expected to hunt full-
time for a living. They’re our pets, after 
all, and even the strays will often get 
handouts. Consequently, free-ranging 
cats can persist in an area at far greater 
densities than most wild carnivores can 
manage. In a famous 1999 study of land 
development and animal use in South-
ern California, Kevin Crooks and Mi-
chael Soule found that for each parcel of 
fifty acres there were thirty-four owned 
cats regularly making the rounds, com-
pared with just one or two pairs of sim-
ilarly-sized wild predators like skunks, 
raccoons, and opossums. The study also 
showed the specific damage that cats  
exacted on songbirds. 

Some of the fifty-acre plots hosted 
coyotes, while others did not. The re-

searchers determined that the coyote 
parcels had fewer roaming cats and a 
significantly greater and more diverse 
assortment of songbirds than did the 
patches without coyotes. The reason? 
As fairly large predators, the coyotes 
didn’t bother chasing small birds but 
instead went after meatier game: the 
researchers detected house cat remains 
in 21 percent of the coyote scat they 
sampled. Cats that were not kept in 
check by coyotes, on the other hand, 
preyed freely, and measurably, on the 
local songbirds. Again, not to support 
themselves—we’re talking about pam-
pered pets in Southern California—but 
because when cats see something wig-
gle, they can’t help it: they strike.

In 2013, Marra and his colleagues 
decided to calculate a grand, nation-
wide estimate of just how much havoc 
free-ranging cats wreak on wildlife 
each year. They reviewed thousands 
of smaller reports: academic research, 
field counts, animal welfare data, pet 
owner surveys, kitty cam studies, cat 
regurgitation studies. They multiplied 
together variables like the number of 
owned and unowned cats in the US, 
the percentage of owned cats allowed 
to spend time outdoors, the percentage 
of those cats known to have hunted. 
They tried to be conservative, to low-
ball their numbers at every stage. Still, 
the final tallies were shocking: up to 4 
billion birds, 22 billion small mammals, 
822 million reptiles, and 299 million 
amphibians are killed by free-ranging 
cats each year—and that’s just in this 
country. Not surprisingly, the publica-
tion of their estimates in the journal 

Nature Communications went viral. 
(As Marra and Santella point out, the 
piece I wrote about the study for The 
New York Times in 2013 “was the most 
e-mailed and most commented-upon 
piece” of the week.)

Yet it remains to be seen whether the 
mounting evidence of cat malfeasance 
will change anybody’s behavior. The 
number of cat owners who allow their 
cats to roam outside is about 50 per-
cent, and the figure shows scant signs 
of declining. In 2015, when Scottish 
researchers presented cat owners with 
proof of their pets’ habitual killing 
sprees, 98 percent of the owners said it 
didn’t matter, they had no intention of 
keeping their cats inside full-time, and 
60 percent denied their cats were really 
harming wildlife—surely there were 
enough chaffinches to spare. 

Until recently, the Humane Society 
of the United States asked visitors to its 
website to sign a pledge that they would 
keep their cats indoors, but for mysteri-
ous reasons that pledge alert has since 
been taken down. This is a ridiculous 
point to waffle on: pet cats should no 
more be allowed to roam around at will 
than should pet dogs, horses, pythons, 
or pot-bellied pigs. The notion that cats 
have a particularly deep-seated “need” 
for freedom is also a cop-out, an abdi-
cation of an owner’s responsibility to, 
hey, play with your cat once in a while, 
rather than expect the sparrows to 
do it for you. Screened enclosures—
“catios”—that extend from windows 
work. That beloved pets should not be 
given the opportunity to kill wildlife 
for sport is the easy part of this debate. 

Less obvious is how to handle the es-
timated 80 million cats that don’t have 

a home. Marra and Santella argue that, 
painful though it may be to accept, 
stray and feral cats must be gathered up 
and, if nobody adopts them, they must 
be humanely put down. End of story. 
Tylenol, they observe, is a good cat 
poison. To further buttress this imperi-
ous position, Marra and Santella insist 
that free-roaming cats are as much of 
a hazard to human health as they are 
to wildlife, particularly as carriers of 
the Toxoplasma gondii parasite, which 
they call “the zombie maker.” Their 
medical angle, however, is far less per-
suasive than their plea for beleaguered 
songbirds. 

But does wildlife protection require 
mass feline extermination? In sensi-
tive environments, yes, as the Fish and 
Wildlife Service decided when free-
roaming cats were found to be a major 
threat to endangered piping plovers 
on Long Island beaches. It’s harder to 
defend a zero-tolerarance policy to-
ward stray cats in urban areas, where 
the local wildlife population is likely to 
include a profusion of house sparrows 
(another invasive species) and house 
mice (ditto). 

The cat wars have all too often been 
portrayed as a cartoon, Tweety vs. 
Sylvester. Are you a cat person or a 
bird person? You don’t think pet cats 
should be allowed to ramble at will? 
Oh. You’re one of those bird-watching 
loons. You’re ambivalent about shutter-
ing the neighborhood TNR colony and 
shipping its members straight to the 
sleepytime chamber? So you’re a crazy 
cat lady. Or maybe you’re a cat lover 
and a bird person, and you’re searching 
in all directions for that fugitive middle 
ground.  
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Say What You Will?
David Luban

Free Speech: Ten Principles  
for a Connected World
by Timothy Garton Ash. 
Yale University Press, 491 pp., $30.00 

1.
A recent cover story in The Economist 
warns that free speech is under attack 
in much of the world, through gov-
ernment repression, assassinations of 
journalists by nonstate actors, and the 
rising insistence by minority groups 
that they have a right not to be of-
fended.1 China’s Great Firewall polices 
websites and censors an estimated 13 
percent of social media posts; Chinese 
advocates of free speech risk being 
jailed, and many have been prosecuted 
for what they say. 

Meanwhile, the Committee to Pro-
tect Journalists reports that fifty jour-
nalists, in eighteen countries, were 
murdered in 2015, and at year’s end 
nearly two hundred were imprisoned. 
Since 2010, more than 450 journalists 
have been driven into exile. These fig-
ures don’t include nonfatal assaults or 
threats; undoubtedly many journalists 
have been frightened into silence by 
the fate of their colleagues. 

Universities, like the press and the 
Internet, are supposed to be bastions 
of free speech. But a Chinese gov-
ernment directive forbids university 
teachers from discussing the “Seven 
Don’t- Mentions,” among which are uni-
versal values, Western constitutional 
democracy, and press freedom. On a 
lesser scale, commentators warn that on 
US campuses hypersensitive students 
are stifling free speech with complaints 
about “microaggressions” and demands  
for “trigger warnings” and safe spaces.

At the same time, vile, violent, and 
deceitful speech has never been more 
prevalent. As Timothy Garton Ash 
writes in Free Speech: Ten Principles 
for a Connected World, “the internet 
is . . . history’s largest sewer.” Terror-
ist incitements are frequent; lies and 
 disinformation abound; trolls and hat-
ers are everywhere. A 2014 Pew sur-
vey found that 73 percent of Internet 
users have witnessed harassment on 
online discussion sites, and 40 percent 
have experienced it themselves; fully 
one fourth have encountered physical 
threats addressed to someone on the 
Internet. Women are particularly fre-
quent targets: the Justice Department 
reports that three fourths of cyber-
stalking and cyber harassment victims 
are women. Recently The Guardian 
analyzed seventy million comments on 
its articles, and found that the ten writ-
ers who got the most abuse were eight 
women and two black men. 

What principles should govern a 
connected world where speech is at 
once imperiled and too easy to use to 
do harm? That is the question Garton 
Ash sets out to answer in Free Speech, 
an informative and bracing defense of 
free speech liberalism in the Internet 
age. He reviews the philosophical un-
derpinnings of free speech, analyzes 

the threats to free speech in today’s en-
vironment, and proposes principles we 
should embrace to foster free speech in 
the face of novel threats. 

The book is part of an ambitious 
project inaugurated by Garton Ash 
and his Oxford colleagues: an interna-
tional, multilingual forum to discuss 
free speech controversies. By my count 
the project’s index now contains nearly 
four thousand entries covering 163 top-
ics. Garton Ash tells us that the princi-
ples he proposes in his book have been 
vetted, reworded, and reordered after 
vigorous discussion on freespeechde  
bate.com—the forum’s website, where 
free speech liberalism is enacted and 
not merely advocated. 

Twenty years ago, John Perry Barlow, 
an Internet theorist and activist, issued 
a manifesto on behalf of “Cyberspace, 
the new home of Mind,” declaring that 
governments “have no moral right to 
rule us nor do you possess any methods 
of enforcement we have true reason to 
fear.” It’s easy to see why Internet pio-
neers, with their famously libertarian 
convictions, saw cyberspace as provid-
ing remarkable freedom: the network 
has communities but no leaders, and 
every voice has access. 

Today, Garton Ash argues, Barlow’s 
utopian picture is essentially false. The 

Internet is jointly ruled by govern-
ments and giants like Google and Face-
book—the “big dogs” and “big cats” of 
cyberspace. Garton Ash borrows this 
imagery from Jonathan Zittrain. We, 
netizens of the world, are the mice. The 
big dogs and cats decide which websites 
the mice can access, which content gets 
removed, and which items appear on 
the crucial first page of our Google 
searches.

It was inevitable that the freewheel-
ing Internet would collide with the big 
dogs—most conspicuously China, but 
also various European countries, with 
their laws protecting privacy and the 
“right to be forgotten,” that is, to have 
damaging personal information re-
moved from the Internet. For those who 
favor a more regulated Internet in their 
own countries, on the other hand, the 
United States is the biggest and baddest 
dog. China regards US promotion of 
First Amendment values globally as an 
assault on every state’s sovereign right 
to determine the scope of free speech 
within its territory. In fact the US does 
not have any clearly effective ability to 
challenge repression of free speech in 
China, although in 2010 Google shut 
down its search engine there because 
of the censorship the Chinese govern-
ment required. The United States, Gar-
ton Ash notes, has a “small programme 
to fund technologies that would help 

circumvent internet- blocking firewalls 
built by authoritarian regimes such as 
Iran and China.” He does not say that 
such programs have had any success. 
It’s an important controversy and ques-
tion. We mice must do what we can in 
favor of free speech values, although 
we should have no illusions about what 
can succeed.

The big cats of the Internet indus-
try regulate more subtly, often invis-
ibly. They mine and store our personal  
data in staggering quantities, the 
equivalent of thousands of pages about 
every user, and use it to customize our 
searches and choose the ads we see. 
Big cats including Google, Facebook, 
and Twitter also regulate directly, mak-
ing their own judgments about remov-
ing hateful or obscene material. Those 
making the judgments are unaccount-
able to users, and far from transparent.

Sometimes the big dogs and big cats 
gang up on the mice, for example when 
Internet companies cooperate with 
government in data mining for national 
security. Garton Ash calls this “power 
squared,” or P2 for short, and he finds it 
perilous. Big dogs, big cats, P2—these 
are facts of life that shape the political 
economy of free speech today. Internet 
and telecommunications companies 
secretly cooperated with US intelli-
gence agencies—sometimes voluntarily, 
sometimes not—and the Snowden reve-
lations made this cooperation the most 
notorious example of P2. But Garton 
Ash also points to less-well-known ex-
amples, including Western companies 
selling surveillance and censorship 
technologies to oppressive regimes.

Against this backdrop, Garton Ash 
defends a liberal approach close to that 
of John Stuart Mill—not completely 
libertarian, but very close to that side 
of the free speech debates. The main 
tenets of free speech liberalism are 
straightforward: first, all speech is 
permissible unless it harms someone; 
second, restrictions on speech essen-
tial to avoid harms must be tailored 
as narrowly as possible; third, the cure 
for bad speech is more speech. Un-
derlying these principles is a tremen-
dous faith in the value of free speech.  
What justifies it?

Garton Ash offers four familiar ar-
guments for free speech. First, unless 
we can express ourselves freely, we will 
never know ourselves; we’ll barely have 
selves to know. Selves are formed and 
found through give and take with oth-
ers. Second, no-holds-barred discus-
sion is the best way to find the truth, 
and limiting such discussion may pre-
vent the emergence of truths. Third, 
free speech is essential to good govern-
ment, by criticizing the government, by 
exposing official misconduct, and by 
enlisting the wisdom of the multitude. 
Fourth, hearing all voices teaches us to 
live with diversity in our cosmopolitan 
world. Self, truth, government, diver-
sity—STGD, as he abbreviates it—are 
Garton Ash’s case for free speech. 

These are powerful arguments, 
springing from the spirit of the En-
lightenment, but none of them justifies 
free expression across the board. De-
liberate lies do nothing to advance the 

Timothy Garton Ash, New York City, October 2010; photograph by Dominique Nabokov
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Grows Tighter,” The Economist, June 
4, 2016. 
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search for truth, and the good govern-
ment argument offers no case for porn. 
None of the arguments supports the 
malice of the troll tweeting “rape her 
nice ass” in response to a journalist,2 or 
the circulation of photos of the topless 
Duchess of Cambridge. Sometimes a 
sewer is just a sewer. 

To bolster the case for free speech 
we need an additional argument—an 
argument grounded not in the posi-
tive case for speech but in the mistrust 
of censorship. Whoever the regula-
tors may be, we cannot count on their 
good faith or good judgment when they 
decree what we must not say or hear. 
Nor can we trust them to tolerate dis-
sidents and political adversaries. For 
that matter, even honest regulators 
will find it nearly impossible to write 
rules that filter out only the sludge. A 
policy as seemingly straightforward as 
“no threats or solicitation of violence” 
would have blocked advocacy for the 
American Revolution or the singing of 
the “Marseillaise” in Rick’s Café.

Yet if free speech has any limits 
at all, as it surely does, we must trust 
someone to draw lines. Who? Garton 
Ash answers: “It is ultimately you, the 
individual woman or man, who must 
decide.” That is no answer; leaving the 
decision to every troll under the bridge 
would be equivalent to no limits. The 
Enlightenment maxim “Think for 
yourself!”—which Garton Ash invokes 
more than once—must not be warped 
into “Trust no one else!”

As his argument unfolds, it turns out 
that Garton Ash doesn’t really reject 
either public or private regulation of 
harmful speech. He has no problem 
with criminalizing child pornography, 
and “those who threaten violence must 
be met with the full rigour of the law.” 
He favors a spectrum of enforcement 
mechanisms to curtail bad speech. At 
the harsh end is criminal punishment, 
to be used sparingly, and only against 
obvious harms. At the other end is vol-
untary self-restraint—an individual 
ethic of civility and respect. For jour-
nalists, the individual ethic is one of 
truthful reporting. Between criminal 
law and self-enforced ethics we find a 
variety of formal and informal methods 
to enforce good behavior, lying on the 
fuzzy border between “the Kingdom 
of Laws and the Republic of Norms,” 
by which Garton Ash means unwritten 
norms enforced by social pressure:

There is civil law. There is the 
so-called expressive function of 
law, with wording that is designed 
to send a general message about 
how things should be in a given 
society. There is “soft law,” a term 
which well describes the nonbind-
ing character of most international 
agreements on freedom of expres-
sion. There are regulations on non-
discrimination which affect what 
may or may not be said in hiring 
someone and at the workplace.

To this list he adds private speech codes 
in industries, including broadcasting, 
and universities—the “self-made rules 
and practices of private powers.” Fi-
nally, the mice, acting collectively and 
aided by the Internet, can sometimes 

police misbehavior by other mice, and 
even by the cats and dogs. “We, the 
mice, vote with our mice.” And we 
speak with our tweets.

Garton Ash clearly favors informal 
enforcement over restraint by law. He 
advocates voluntary self-restraint, re-
minding us that “a right to say it does 
not mean that it is right to say it,” and 
“a right to offend does not mean a duty 
to offend.” However, this appeal to 
self-restraint leaves an inconsistency 
in Garton Ash’s position that he never 
resolves, between an ethic of self- 
restraint and an ethic of speaking your 
mind. He tries to capture both in an 
ideal of “robust civility,” but the phrase 
labels the contradiction without resolv-
ing it. The “robust” part explains why 
he opposes self- censorship, 
and the “civility” part pro-
motes self-restraint—but he 
doesn’t seem to recognize 
that self- restraint may lead to 
more telling and persuasive 
expression, though it may also 
be a form of self-censorship. 

If selfhood requires self-
expression (the “S” argument 
in STGD), and learning to live 
with diversity requires expo-
sure to disagreeable opinions 
(the “D” argument), why re-
strain yourself? S and D sug-
gest that you owe it to yourself 
and to others to say what you 
think, in more or less the words 
you think appropriate. Since 
ideas of what is appropriate 
vary greatly, we are perilously 
close to the duty to offend that 
Garton Ash doesn’t believe we 
have. He counters with an ar-
gument for civility, grounded in 
the need to get along with oth-
ers in a cosmopolis. But he de-
fends civility more tentatively 
than STGD, and he offers no 
real rejoinder to the uninhib-
ited insulter whose attitude is 
“I’ll tweet whatever I want; let 
the others get along with me!”

A crucial test case for the 
free speech liberal is offensive 
speech, of which the Internet 
offers plenty: “Vast shit-tides 
of abuse are waiting to flow out of your 
box,” Garton Ash writes. Should the 
spigot be closed, and if so by whom? He 
believes we should not be forced to view 
offensive content on the Internet. His 
sensible proposal is the one-click-away 
principle: leave the offensive content on 
the Internet, but make sure the viewer 
must affirmatively click through to see it.

Obviously, though, we cannot avoid 
all offensive speech by others. What do 
we do about it? Here Garton Ash is at 
his most libertarian. He insists we have 
no right not to be offended, and his ad-
vice is blunt: grow a thicker skin. Rec-
ognize, as Nelson Mandela did in the 
case of racist speech, that “those who 
are truly demeaned are not the targets 
of racist abuse but their abusers.” If the 
targets of abuse choose to regard it as 
an assault on their dignity, that is their 
own “sovereign decision on how to 
view their own situation.” 

This argument comes uncomfort-
ably close to Plessy v. Ferguson, the US 
Supreme Court’s notorious 1896 deci-
sion upholding racial segregation. The 
Court brushed away the argument that 
segregation demeans black Americans, 
explaining that “if this be so, it is not by 

reason of anything found in the act, but 
solely because the colored race chooses 
to put that construction upon it.”

Of course segregation was not de-
meaning solely because the “colored 
race [chose] to put that construction 
upon it.” Analytically, the mistake 
is one Garton Ash makes as well: lo-
cating offensiveness in the “purely 
subjective act of taking offence,” as if 
offensiveness is all in the eye of the be-
holder. That isn’t how language works. 
No doubt people can be too touchy, 
taking offense when none is intended 
and none is really there. But to deny 
the offensiveness of common words of 
abuse, intended to demean their target, 
and understood that way by onlookers, 
seems removed from reality. 

That doesn’t mean offensive speech 
should be banned. Policing offensive-
ness is a job for the Republic of Norms, 
not the Kingdom of Laws, and the ethic 
of self-restraint must be the first line of 
defense. In that case, though, Garton 
Ash’s advice to the targets of offensive 
speech to grow a thicker skin seems 
misguided in the way the Plessy Court 
was misguided. It puts the moral bur-
den of good behavior on the target of 
abuse when it should rightly fall on the 
abuser. 

Hate speech is different from merely 
offensive speech. Unlike personal in-
sults or mockery of cherished ideas, 
hate speech as the law understands it is 
speech that incites hatred of people on 
the basis of group membership—race, 
ethnicity, religion, gender, or sexuality. 
Many countries prohibit hate speech. 
In the past, that included the United 
States, although today such prohibi-
tions would probably not survive a First 
Amendment challenge. The aim of laws 
against hate speech is to ward off what 
Garton Ash calls “a constant drip-drip 
of dehumanising abuse of a particular 
group of human beings.” Such abuse, he 
warns, “can eventually incline people to 

violence against that group.” Although 
laws against hate speech prohibit defa-
mation of any racial or ethnic group, it 
is typically minority groups that face 
the danger of public dehumanization. 
Jeremy Waldron, a defender of hate 
speech laws, would limit them to speech 
“directed at vulnerable minorities, cal-
culated to stir up hatred against them.”3 

Garton Ash opposes hate speech 
laws, on several grounds of vary-
ing merit. He fears they will lead to a 
“taboo ratchet” as ever more identity 
groups clamor for special protection 
from hate speech:

If race, why not religion? If reli-
gion, why not homosexuality? If 
sexuality, why not disability, age, 

obesity? If Christianity. . . , 
why not Islam? If Islam, 
why not Scientology? If 
homosexuality, why not bi-
sexual, transgender and in-
tersex? If fat, why not thin? 
If old, why not young?

The answer is not as hard 
as this cascade of rhetori-
cal questions suggests. Only 
groups in realistic peril of 
systematic discrimination or 
persecution need the protec-
tion of hate speech laws, and 
they aren’t difficult to iden-
tify. No one oppresses the 
thin or the young, and hate 
speech attacking the thin for 
their thinness or the young for 
their youth would be merely 
weird, not dangerous. The 
list of protected groups may 
expand as we come to appre-
ciate hitherto- unrecognized 
discrim ination, and it may 
contract as old forms die out. 
But it isn’t as endlessly mal-
leable as Garton Ash fears. 
For that matter, some coun-
tries’ hate speech laws restrict 
the protected categories to 
race and ethnicity; the “taboo 
ratchet” objection would not 
apply to those laws.

Garton Ash is on firmer 
ground when he points out 
that the volume of hate 
speech on the Internet, much 

of it anonymous, makes law enforce-
ment a nearly hopeless task. Yet as he 
elsewhere emphasizes, law serves an 
expressive function, and even an under-
enforced law may serve as a deterrent 
and an expression of public conscience. 

The main difficulty with Garton 
Ash’s blanket rejection of laws against 
hate speech is that he lumps together 
hate speech with other forms of of-
fensive speech, like personal insults or 
mockery of religious doctrines. Free 
speech rightly demands that the latter 
not be criminalized. Hate speech is dif-
ferent: as Jeremy Waldron emphasizes 
in The Harm in Hate Speech, its aim is 
to reduce the standing of entire groups 
and assault the human dignity of 
their members. Garton Ash disagrees 
that this is reason enough to prohibit 
hate speech, unless it incites actual  

Beijing, 1984; photograph by Steve McCurry from his book  
On Reading, which includes a foreword by Paul Theroux  

and has just been published by Phaidon
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2The example comes from Elizabeth 
Witchel, “Why a Troll Trolls,” cpj.org, 
April 27, 2016.

3Jeremy Waldron, The Harm in Hate 
Speech (Harvard University Press, 
2014), p. 9, reviewed in these pages by 
John Paul Stevens, June 7, 2012. Wal-
dron quotes examples of hate speech 
laws from several countries, including 
the United States, on pp. 8, 47, and 
236–237.
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violence. Yet even if the “constant 
drip-drip of dehumanising abuse” 
doesn’t lead to violence, it can lead to 
perpetual fearfulness of vulnerable 
groups, and their exclusion from civic 
life—which is, after all, the aim of hate 
speech. These seem like evils that a 
government can rightly seek to combat.

What about speech that threatens 
or advocates violence, or deliberately 
provokes it? These are very differ-
ent cases, and Garton Ash rightly 
treats them differently. He would ban 
advocacy only when the violence is 
“intended and likely and imminent”—
the Supreme Court’s criteria in its 
1969 Brandenburg decision. But he is 
rightly willing to relax the imminence 
requirement, which makes little sense 
when incitements can linger for years 
on the Internet. And he borrows from 
the scholar-advocate Susan Benesch a 
useful set of criteria for when public 
speech makes violence likely: an in-
fluential speaker, a susceptible audi-
ence with grievances, a recognizable 
call to violence, a social setting con-
ducive to violence, and an influential  
medium. 

Realistically, the difficulty of prov-
ing likelihood probably ensures that 
inciters will never be prosecuted un-
less the violence they advocated actu-
ally happens. Even threats are hard to 
prosecute: the Supreme Court threw 
out the conviction of a man whose 
Facebook posts contained graphic 
descriptions (some in verse form) de-
scribing how he would kill his ex-wife, 
bomb the sheriff’s department, shoot 
up a kindergarten, and slit the throat of 
the “Little Agent Lady” from the FBI 
who interviewed him about his kinder-
garten threat. The Court held that the 
state hadn’t proven these amounted to 
threats rather than rap lyrics.

Provocations are neither threats 
nor advocacy, even when they deliber-
ately aim to stir up a violent response. 
 Garton Ash’s most elaborate case study 
concerns a “sleazy little video” called 
Innocence of Muslims that contains 
scabrous depictions of the Prophet 
Muhammad. It was produced under a 
fake name by an Egyptian in Southern 
California whose prior career included 
convictions for drug crimes and finan-
cial fraud. He uploaded it to YouTube 
in 2012, and within two months it was 
dubbed into Arabic and publicized by 
a blogger. The upshot: violent dem-
onstrations against it by Muslims in 
several countries, causing hundreds of 
deaths and injuries. 

Should the government or Google 
censor material that seems likely to 
provoke violent reactions? Here, Gar-
ton Ash takes a firm line. The film may 
be offensive rubbish, but to ban it be-
cause of the violence it provokes would 
permit an “assassin’s veto” and encour-
age extremists to censor the Internet by 
threats of violence. Likewise with the 
depictions of Muhammad in Charlie 
Hebdo and the Danish cartoons, and 
with subsequent death threats against 
the cartoonists. Perhaps it was a bad 
idea to publish the images—there is no 
duty to offend. But once the response 
was violence or threats of violence, tak-
ing them down would be wrong. That 
would surrender to the assassin’s veto, 
so the drawings must stay.

The assassin’s veto is a powerful 
concept, and Garton Ash makes a 
strong case for not giving in to it. Yet 

he is rightly loath to criticize editors 
who fear for the safety of their staff 
and won’t republish offensive texts or 
images for that reason. That creates a 
significant dilemma, though. Shouldn’t 
editors also fear for the safety of the 
anonymous innocents who will die in 
distant riots? Garton Ash offers no an-
swer, and there may be no good advice 
to give.

Lastly, consider the wave of grievance- 
mongering supposedly extinguishing 
free speech on US campuses. How big 
a problem is it? Big, according to The 
Economist, which reports that “visiting 
some American universities these days 
feels like touring the scene of an earth-
quake, or a small war.” The article bears 
the dateline “Princeton and Yale,” and 
if they are cracked and cratered, their 
grassy campuses disguise it rather well. 
News reports focus on a handful of in-
cidents, which are undeniably infuriat-
ing, but don’t necessarily represent a 
trend. Garton Ash rightly notes that 
“a university without student protests 
against visiting speakers would be like 
a forest without birds,” and adds, “if 
students couldn’t write wild articles in 
student papers what would the world 
be coming to?” Yet he too rolls out 
a short parade of anecdotes to raise 
 concerns about the chilling effect of 
student grievance culture. These range 
from absurdities (demands for trigger 
warnings about The Merchant of Ven-
ice and Mrs. Dalloway) to more serious 
incidents of disinviting conservative 
speakers. But he offers no evidence 
that instances like these are common, 
or even that they reflect widely shared 
attitudes on campus.

My own sense, as a career academic, 
is that these instances are rather rare, 
and the free speech climate at univer-
sities has varied only slightly over the 
years. Responding to faculty anxieties, 
Yale’s president commissioned a report 
on freedom of expression on campus 
after protesters disrupted several con-
troversial speakers—but that report 
was in 1974. 

As for the fear that professors must 
now monitor what they say, thinking 
before speaking isn’t such a terrible 
thing. Law professors would be wise 
to keep their witticisms to themselves 
when they teach rape cases, regardless 
of whether a student in the class may 
have been raped. Garton Ash remarks 
that “self- censorship is not a good 
way to uphold free speech.” Often it 
is—boorishness can stifle dialogue as 
surely as a gag order, and that is cer-
tainly true in the classroom.

Garton Ash is acutely aware that the 
lines he draws are not the only defen-
sible ones. At one point, he describes 
complex, contextual judgments as 
central to his book, as they surely are. 
“Anyway,” he comments, “what I argue 
here is not a dictum, let alone a diktat. 
It is a proposition put forward for de-
bate and disagreement.” Taken in that 
spirit, the book succeeds beautifully. 
Its fundamental faith comes out in the 
last chapter: “Freedom of speech, like 
the rule of law, strengthens the arm of 
the weak against the strong.” That may 
not always be true: as Citizens United 
and the Murdoch press illustrate, the 
strong carry a big megaphone. But in a 
world where free speech can never be 
taken for granted, Garton Ash’s free 
speech liberalism is a good place to 
start any discussion. 



September 29, 2016 41

www.press.uillinois.edu

Of G-Men  
and Eggheads
The FBI and the  
New York 
Intellectuals

John Rodden

Baring Witness
36 Mormon Women Talk Candidly 

about Love, Sex, and Marriage

Edited by 
HOLLY WELKER

“A truly great read.”
—Cathi Hanauer, author of 

The Bitch in the House

 PAPERBACK  |  E-BOOK

Goodbye iSlave
A Manifesto for Digital Abolition

JACK LINCHUAN QIU

“A high-voltage jolt to 
complacent iCitizens.”

—John D.H. Downing, editor of 
the Encyclopedia of 

Social Movement Media

PAPERBACK  |  E-BOOK
Geopolitics of Information

Six Minutes 
in Berlin

Broadcast Spectacle and Rowing 
Gold at the Nazi Olympics

MICHAEL J. SOCOLOW

”One of the greatest sports stories 
ever told. . . . Bravo!”—Alex Beam, 

Boston Globe columnist

PAPERBACK  |  E-BOOK
Studies in Sports Media

Slavery at Sea
Terror, Sex, and Sickness 

in the Middle Passage

SOWANDE’ M. 
MUSTAKEEM

How slave ships manufactured 
bondage from the raw material 

of humanity.

PAPERBACK  |  E-BOOK
The New Black Studies Series

Of G-Men 
and Eggheads

The FBI and the 
New York Intellectuals

JOHN RODDEN

A forgotten Cold War 
witch hunt.

“Has signifi cant implications 
for us today.”

—William E. Cain, author 
of F. O. Matthiessen and the Politics 

of Criticism

PAPERBACK  |  E-BOOK

Octavia E. Butler
GERRY CANAVAN

An outsider’s journey 
to literary acclaim.

“A compelling and intimate por-
trait of one of the century’s most 

important writers.”—Sherryl Vint, 
co-editor of Science Fiction Studies

PAPERBACK  |  E-BOOK
Modern Masters of Science Fiction

The Red and 
the Black

American Film Noir in the 1950s

ROBERT MIKLITSCH

A tour-de-force look at noir’s 
forgotten decade.

“Possesses the potential 
to alter the entire fi eld.”

—Ann Douglas, author of 
Terrible Honesty: Mongrel Manhattan 

in the 1920s

PAPERBACK  |  E-BOOK

Paul Thomas 
Anderson

GEORGE TOLES

The acclaimed critic and 
screenwriter charts 

P. T. Anderson’s landscape 
of disconnection.

“George Toles is fi lm 
studies’ most astute close reader 

and its fi nest prose stylist.”
—Carol Vernallis, author of 

Unruly Media

PAPERBACK  |  E-BOOK
Contemporary Film Directors



42 The New York Review

In Gratitude
by Jenny Diski. 
Bloomsbury, 250 pp., $26.00

The epigram for Jenny Diski’s Skating 
to Antarctica (1997), a typically uncat-
egorizable mixture of travel journal, 
childhood memoir, and Melvillean 
meditation on whiteness and oblivion, 
was from Beckett’s Malone Dies: “I 
wonder if I am not talking yet again 
about myself. Shall I be incapable, 
to the end, of lying on any other sub-
ject?” Beckett, alongside Montaigne, 
Nabokov, and Joyce, was one of Diski’s 
literary heroes. And Beckett’s bitter 
deathbed punning would have worked 
as an epigram for In Gratitude, too, as 
Diski herself observes. Now that the 
sound of Diski’s fierce, cool, prickly, 
noticing, and absolutely original voice 
has come to the end, it’s clear that she 
was always talking about herself, and, 
equally, that she was incapable of lying 
on that or any other subject.

Illness narratives and memoirs of 
youth, of which her last book, In Grati-
tude, makes a gripping and deeply 
discomforting mix, are both open to 
charges of narcissism. Over her idio-
syncratic thirty-year career as a novel-
ist and essayist, Diski often mentioned 
narcissism, with a kind of shrugging 
bravado. “Maybe in the end I’m so 
narcissistic,” she said in an interview 
in 2002, “that I prefer my own lack of 
belonging. That’s where I belong: my 
own exclusive club.” “I write fiction 
and non-fiction,” she says in In Grati-
tude, “but it’s almost always personal. 
I start with me, and often enough end 
with me. I’ve never been apologetic 
about that.” But then she adds: “The 
odd thing is, narcissistic writer though 
I am, I have always thought of writ-
ing straight autobiography as incred-
ibly tedious.” There always had to be 
“some other component in the nar-
rative than just my personal history.” 
Later on, she jokes: “But back to me 
(it’s not all about me, I know, but some 
of it is).” 

The “me” that she starts and ends 
with is not always easy to like. Across 
her essays, fiction, and memoirs a 
contrarian, challenging personality 
comes through. She is harshly joking, 
wry, downbeat, irrepressible, sharp as 
a knife, a stand-up female Jewish co-
median in print. She is spiky, caustic, 
and watchful. She needs affection and 
warmth but will not court it. When she 
allows herself to be tender (notably 
about her companion, “the Poet,” and 
her daughter and grandchildren), she 
does it guardedly, self-mockingly. 

She does not suffer fools or mince 
words. She is attracted to inertia and 
solitude and has a tendency to stay 
put, hide under the covers, obliterate 
herself. At the same time she wants to 
travel, explore, ask questions, and take 
on challenging subjects. She wants to 
be entirely herself, and hates the idea 
of being shoehorned into a preexist-
ing script. She is not a cheerful person: 
“Negativity is my inclination.” She 
wants to be in control: “When I have 
ever let things just take their course, I 
can’t recollect.” “Uncertainty is what I 
am least good at. I’ve always been pre-
pared to use extreme measures, find 

drastic solutions, to put an end to un-
certainty in my life.” She is aware that 
she carries about with her “my eter-
nally angry child.” 

Her novels are challenging for their 
readers. They deal with depression, 
breakdown, sadomasochism, suicide, 
family trauma. But they are not som-
ber: they are quirky, alarming, unpre-
dictable, and often very funny. She 
can do a talking orangutan, or a baby 
born with no brain as a central char-
acter, or a retelling of the Old Testa-
ment story of Abraham and Sara, or 
a novel about Montaigne’s intellectual 

influence over a young female acolyte, 
with equal brio. In fiction and nonfic-
tion, moments from her personal his-
tory keep cutting through like shards 
of broken glass. The Sixties (2009), 
a shrewd, witty account of the times, 
Skating to Antarctica, and In Grati-
tude go over and over the same expe-
riences, but in the first two without 
naming names.

And a troubling story it is. The angry 
child had cause. Diski, born Jennifer 
Simmonds, offspring of a family of 
Jewish East End immigrants, had an 
intolerable childhood. Mistreated by 
both parents, used as a weapon in their 
war against each other, abandoned by 
her charming, feckless father, bullied 
by her unstable mother, put into foster 
homes and psychiatric institutions, ex-
pelled from school, raped at fourteen, 
attempting suicide, fleeing from one 
parent to another, she was taken in 
by Doris Lessing in 1963, when Diski 
was fifteen and Lessing was in her for-
ties. She stayed with Lessing for three 
difficult years, and left at eighteen, 
soon after her absentee father’s death 
and her mother’s last raving, ranting 
appearance. 

For the next few years Diski was in 
and out of mental hospitals, diagnosed 
with “borderline personality disorder,” 
on drugs, living in a squat in Soho (this 
is a very urban, Sixties story, for which 
The Sixties provides the social setting), 
having random sexual adventures. She 
was despaired of and disapproved of 
by Lessing but not quite cut off by her. 

Gradually she began to construct a 
workable life, teaching at an alternative 
school for dropouts and then at a com-
prehensive school, marrying and hav-
ing a baby at thirty, surviving periods 
of depression, starting her first novel at 
thirty-five. 

Like Skating to Antarctica, which 
intercut her journey into snow and 
ice with the baleful memory of her 
mother, In Gratitude tells two stories, 
one being told as it happens, one look-
ing back into her past and its effect on 
the rest of her life. Backward and for-
ward it goes between her childhood, 

her chaotic parents and their wreck-
age, her teenage years, and her pres-
ent condition. This “mishmash” (a 
word used twice in her last sentence) 
is obsessional and repetitive, as if she 
keeps being dragged back to the same 
place, but with no therapeutic or con-
solatory effects except in the act of 
writing itself. The seesaw between 
past and present reminded me of Vir-
ginia Woolf’s method in her unfinished 
memoir, “Sketch of the Past,” written 
between 1939 and 1940, which rocks 
between the wartime present and her 
childhood past. 

The present, day-by-day story is 
of Diski’s diagnosis with cancer, her 
treatment with chemo and radiother-
apy, her writing of her illness journal, 
the complications of the illness, and 
the results of the treatment, taking her 
as close to the end as writing can go. 
The second story, mixed in with it and 
circling back from it, is of the relation-
ship with Lessing, which continued for 
forty years until Lessing’s death, at 
ninety-four, in 2013, but did not end 
then, since after Lessing died it could 
at last be written about. Both stories 
are told with painful, ruthless preci-
sion, savage humor, anger, frustration, 
and bewilderment.

After Lessing’s death and after 
Diski’s diagnosis with inoperable lung 
cancer in August 2014, she started writ-
ing this book in the form of long diary-
essays in the London Review of Books, 
where she had been a contributor for 
many years and where she was edited 
and published by her friend Mary-Kay 
Wilmers. These pieces were published 

between September 2014 and the end 
of 2015. At the start of 2016, in Wil-
mers’s words, “as she came to the end 
of what she had to say, diary and book 
completed, she started to die. It wasn’t 
a coincidence.” In Gratitude was pub-
lished on April 21, 2016; Diski died a 
week later, on April 28, 2016.

The illness narrative begins with her 
diagnosis and her immediate feeling, 
first of embarrassment, and then of 
weariness at the “preordained banal-
ity” of being “set on a track by some-
thing outside your control.” For her, 
a writer who loathed predictability 
and unoriginality, a person who hated 
being out of control, this was the worst 
possible scenario—quite apart from 
the dying. That valiant joking sets the 
tone. She makes a joke from Break-
ing Bad (“So—we’d better get cook-
ing the meth”) and is then appalled 
by the thought that probably everyone 
diagnosed with inoperable cancer now 
makes that joke. “I’d committed my 
first platitude. I was already a predict-
able cancer patient.” 

To go on being funny is one ambi-
tion; the other is to describe every stage 
of the process as impeccably as she can. 
How it feels to be given the informa-
tion, the explanations, the predictions; 
trying not to be “grumpy and cross,” 
trying “to feel grateful” to the nurses 
and doctors. The “insane tiredness” 
that chemo produces, as if your veins 
were “filled with sluggish liquidised 
metal.” The closing down of energy 
and brain power, as though “a lasso” 
had been thrown around your life. The 
atmosphere of the oncology waiting 
room and its quiet inhabitants (“wait-
ing for their turn in the anteroom of 
the afterlife”). The machine you’re fas-
tened up to for chemo (“my drip-buddy 
and me”), the radiography room (“at 
the start of each treatment . . . I won-
dered how to describe the machine”). 

She brings the dying life of the body 
startlingly onto the page: “The body, 
we shouldn’t be surprised to learn, 
has a mind of its own.” Above all, she 
wants not to fall into bad writing before 
she dies. Terror, grief, helplessness, ex-
haustion, pain, anger, weakness, swirl 
around inside her; but what also ener-
gizes her is the desire not to fall into a 
“linguistic black hole.” 

She dreads “the avalanche of clichés 
that hung over my head.” She refuses 
to use the words “battle” or “journey”: 
“I am not fighting, losing, winning or 
bearing.” She has a horror of being 
“lost for words.” Her intention is to be 
“coherent” for as long as she can. It is 
an admirable narrative of great forti-
tude and honesty, which at moments 
breaks out of its necessarily rigorous, 
ironical mode into an eloquent writ-
ing of letting go and bidding the world 
farewell:

Where am I going? Nobody knows. 
Can I come with you? Aye, bye and 
bye. There is a kind of excitement. 
This, that I’ve never done, already 
done but previously, in a different 
form, an absolute otherness, noth-
ingness, knowinglessness. That 
everyone has done, will do, world 

The Triumph of Jenny Diski
Hermione Lee

Doris Lessing and Jenny Diski, London, 1963
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without end. The ending, and the 
world going on, going about its 
daily business. A world without 
me. To have known but not have 
any apparatus to know with. The 
excitement of a newness that is as 
old as the hills. My turn. 

Metaphors are her friend, and many 
of these are drawn from children’s 
books and films and fairy stories: Alice 
through the looking glass, Peter Pan on 
his awfully big adventure, Rapunzel, 
the Wizard of Oz, Sleeping Beauty. 
These analogies thicken up in the 
book’s counterstory of her teenage life 
with Lessing. When trying to work out 
what she should call her (“the woman 
I live with,” “my friend,” “my bene-
factor”?), “fairy godmother” did not 
seem like the best option. The fairy-
tale analogies she might have used 
for her life with Lessing—a Cinder-
ella story, a foundling story—did not 
come with happy endings. More often 
she tends toward Hansel and Gre-
tel, and the image of the witch “who 
wants to cook and eat the children 
for supper.” But in both of the book’s 
narrative strands, Diski still feels, in 
some part of her, like a lost and angry 
child, trying to make her way alone 
through a dark wood, surrounded by  
hobgoblins.

Lessing, who had (notoriously) left 
two of her three children behind when 
she moved from what was then Rhode-
sia to England at the age of thirty, took 
Diski in on an impulse. Her troubled 
son, Peter, had been at the same school 
as Diski, and told his mother about 
her: they had never met when Lessing 

decided to open her door to her. She 
housed her, talked to her, introduced 
her to a world of books, films, politics, 
clever people. She gave her her free-
dom (there’s a startling anecdote of 
Lessing sending her off, aged fifteen, to 
a horrified gynecologist, to be fitted for 
a Dutch cap) and told her that “there 
was . . . no need for gratitude.” All this 
seemed an improvement on the havoc 
of life with either of her parents. “But 
it wasn’t really OK.” Really Lessing did 
want gratitude and good behavior; she 
didn’t want a sulky, belligerent, reck-
less, sharp-tongued teenager always in 
the house. “The gratitude/ingratitude 
problem was always on my mind—it 
never really went away.” 

Matters came to a head when—like 
a scene in a dark fairy tale—the fright-
ened foundling plucked up courage to 
ask the “fairy godmother” what would 
happen if Lessing didn’t like her. Less-
ing did not reply. She stormed out 
of the house and the next day wrote 
an icy letter to Diski, accusing her of 
emotional blackmail. So Diski had her 
answer—and went on feeling that she 
was “about to be abandoned at any mo-
ment.” This scene shadowed the rest of 
their relationship, and led, inevitably, 
to the moment when Lessing asked 
Diski to leave.

Diski is unforgiving about Doris 
Lessing, as well as obsessed by her, and 
her account makes harsh reading. She 
describes Lessing as a confused and 
controlling person constantly search-
ing for a system to live by (commu-
nism, psychoanalysis, Sufism), often 
chilling, enraged, and scornful, ca-
pable of cruelty and arrogance, shock-
ingly betraying of friends in her fiction, 

and ruthlessly self-protective. Diski is 
filled with unappeasable rage, espe-
cially about Lessing’s all-consuming 
relationship with her son Peter, who 
became increasingly unable to live in 
the world. 

She circles repeatedly, without solv-
ing it, around the question of why Less-
ing took her in and then found her 
unbearable:

I couldn’t think Doris had really 
thought it through, or if she had, 
she must have supposed that her 
command of human psychology 
was great enough to overcome any 
obstacles. . . . I didn’t think about 
her taking on a needy adolescent 
as an act of reparation for leaving 
her two children. . . . I think she re-
ally felt that she could cope with 
anything, anyone difficult because 
she wrote about such people every 
day, and since most of those char-
acters were her, she would know 
how to manage it, and had already 
worked out how the relationship 
with me would be controlled and 
contained. 

This fierce tone of Diski’s about Less-
ing is not entirely consistent. The ques-
tion of gratitude remains unresolved. 
Part of Diski’s life story—and part 
of why she wrote this book when she 
knew she was dying—is that she did, 
also, feel some gratitude to Doris Less-
ing. This slips out oddly, every now and 
then, as when we learn in passing that 
Lessing continued to give her an allow-
ance long after they had lived together, 
when Diski was starting her first novel. 
In the middle of a paragraph toward 
the end of the book, Diski suddenly 
says: “She must have cared for me in 
some way.” 

For Lessing’s biographer this memoir 
will be both a priceless resource and 
a difficult challenge. What the biog-
rapher will have to take into account 
is that Lessing was clearly as much af-
fected by Diski’s presence in her life 
as Diski was by hers. Diski notes that 
Lessing’s fictional versions of her in 
Memoirs of a Survivor and Briefing 
for a Descent into Hell of course dis-
tort her character and the facts of her 
life. That’s what novelists do. “Writers, 
including me, quite legitimately appro-
priate bits and pieces of lives and peo-
ple for their own ends.” In Briefing, the 
Diski character, a girl in a mental hos-
pital, is sexually predatory, lost, iso-
lated, and full of rage: “She sat alone, 
for she knew she had always been 
alone. . . . All around her, if only people 
had the eyes to see it, was a space where 
flickered and darted flames of hatred, a 
baleful fire.” 

Diski is ironical about such fictional 
versions of her, but she treats with 
something approaching horror Less-
ing’s note at the beginning of her long, 
late novel The Sweetest Dream, which 
followed her two volumes of autobi-
ography, in 2001. Lessing says she has 
written this part of her life as fiction 
rather than autobiography “because 
of possible hurt to vulnerable people.” 
Diski, who recognizes herself as one 
of those people, is aghast at this, and 
reads it as guilt-inducing and “threat-
ening.” But she doesn’t remark on the 
contents of The Sweetest Dream. 

The novel is about a 1960s communal 
household full of lame-dog teenagers, 

brought in by the Lessing-like house-
mother Frances. Drugs, sex, politics, 
and family breakdowns are all in the 
mix; Diski’s The Sixties could be read 
as a commentary. Diski seems to be 
spread out between a number of the 
girl characters, who include sulky, re-
sentful Rose, much disliked by Fran-
ces; silent, polite, anxious Jill, who has 
run away from home and school; and 
Sylvia, “a little, frightened figure . . . a 
little bird blown in by a storm,” a frail, 
anorexic fifteen-year-old with a crazy 
mother who is befriended by Frances’s 
equally vulnerable son—and ends up a 
heroic health worker in Africa. Some 
of the scenes Diski describes in Skat-
ing to Antarctica and In Gratitude re-
appear, very similarly, in The Sweetest 
Dream (like the screaming intrusion of 
the hysterical mother into the house, 
or a moment when Sylvia says to Fran-
ces: “I don’t want you to think I’m not 
grateful”). Just as Diski spent her last 
months writing about Lessing, so Less-
ing, in this late novel, returned to their 
life together, with irritation, but also 
with a kind of affection. This was not 
a one-way story. Frances, trying to deal 
with Sylvia, says to herself: “She had 
promised herself not to get emotionally 
involved, because what good would 
that do?” But she did.

The two main sections of In Grati-
tude are called, shockingly, “Doris and 
Me” and “Chemo and Me.” It is hard 
not to draw from that pairing the infer-
ence that Lessing was toxic to her; or, 
like chemo, was something that Diski 
couldn’t bear because she couldn’t con-
trol it; or that both were interventions 
meant to be beneficial, but for which 
it was hard to be grateful. Or perhaps 
only that both were extremely difficult 
subjects to write about truthfully and 
precisely. The most important thing 
that Diski learned from Lessing was 
how to be a “real writer.” “Real writ-
ers (as opposed to crowd-pleasers) 
are often uncomfortable if they aren’t 
writing on the edge and even crossing 
it.” The point for Diski was always to 
write as well as she could about what 
was hardest to write about. That was 
the gift of the fairy godmother—or the 
wicked witch. 

I knew Jenny Diski hardly at all and 
Doris Lessing a little: I interviewed 
her several times. In those encounters 
I was mightily conscious of much of 
what Diski describes in Lessing: the 
power, the refusal to conform to oth-
ers’ ideas about her, the impatience, 
the fierce judgments, the tricky guard-
edness (not unlike Diski’s), the dry 
objections to sentimentality, cant, re-
ceived opinions, or overeffusiveness. 
And I was also very struck by aspects 
Diski doesn’t mention: the teasing 
charm, the flirtatiousness, the plea-
sure in all the attention, the childlike 
frankness, the shrewdness and keen 
observation. 

At Lessing’s memorial, on Mon-
day, April 7, 2014, in the church of St 
 Martin-in-the-Fields, where Diski and 
I both spoke, we happened to sit next 
to each other in the pew. Diski was 
trembling violently all through, sup-
ported by “the Poet” (Ian Patterson), 
drinking water, getting to the lectern 
with difficulty. Once up there she told 
us about the main gift Lessing had 
given her:

Doris taught me how to be a 
writer. I don’t mean she gave me 
lessons, or talked about writ-
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The modern state of 
Turkey has known three 
coups in which its mili-
tary forces took power, 
in 1960, 1971, and 1980. 
In addition there was the 
coup of 1997, when the 
generals sat down with 
an Islamist prime minis-
ter, Necmettin Erbakan, 
and forced him to resign, 
making way for a secular-
ist successor. These inter-
ventions were designed 
to protect the secular, 
European identity of the 
republic that was estab-
lished by Mustafa Kemal 
Atatürk in 1923 from the 
perils of Islamism, com-
munism, and political 
violence. They were all 
animated by an ideology 
known as Kemalism and 
they were all followed 
by repression. Kemalism 
espoused the principles 
of “republicanism, stat-
ism (in economic policy), 
populism, laicism, nation-
alism, and reformism,” 
which did not exclude au-
thoritarian measures to maintain the 
government’s power. The 1960 coup led 
to the execution of the deposed prime 
minister, Adnan Menderes, and the 
1980 coup to imprisonment and torture 
on a grand scale. After each interven-
tion democracy was suspended and 
the leaders of Turkey’s political parties 
tried to figure out how to avoid the next 
one. 

The coup that some Turkish officers 
launched on the evening of July 15 
differed from these earlier interven-
tions—aside from the obvious fact that 
it failed. It was the indirect result of a 
purge of secular- minded Kemalist of-
ficers that has taken place within the 
military over the past decade or so, and 
their replacement by Islamists. The  
coup on July 15 seems to have been 
the first in Turkey aimed at promot-
ing an Islamist ideology. The plot-
ters were said by the government and  
by many others to have acted in the 
name of Fethullah Gülen, an Islamic 
preacher and educator who, while 
living in exile in Pennsylvania, has 
carefully distinguished himself from  
other Islamists by his pro- Western, 
ecumenical message, which has been 
disseminated through many schools 
and colleges in Turkey and elsewhere, 
and in a variety of publications. The 
target of the plotters was President 
Recep Tayyip Erdo an and the Jus-
tice and Development Party (AKP) 
government he served as prime min-
ister between 2003 and 2014—and 
which he continues to dominate almost  
completely. 

Erdo an and his AKP are Islamists 
also. They formed an alliance with the 
Gülenists in the late 2000s and the be-
ginning of this decade and drove many 
Kemalists out of the military and other 
institutions. In 2013 Gülen broke with 
Erdo an. Having largely achieved their 
aim, Turkey’s two dominant Islamist 
groups turned on each other in a vi-
cious struggle over state patronage and 
control of education and much of the 
private sector. Many of the Gülenists 
were driven by religious conviction. 
Gülen is regarded by many of his fol-
lowers as a friend of God. 

On the evening of July 15 some Turk-
ish officers attempted to seize strategic 
government offices, capture or kill 
Erdo an, and install a junta that they 
called the “Peace at Home Council.” 
This plan was thwarted as a result 
of leaked intelligence and Erdo an’s 
call to Turkish citizens to take to the 
streets. Millions of Turks did so and 
many showed extraordinary bravery in 
resisting the rebels.

The government responded to the 
botched coup with one of the biggest 
purges in Turkish history. During the 
following days some 13,000 military 
personnel—including 40 percent of the 
country’s generals and admirals—were 
arrested or dishonorably discharged, 
and more than 60,000 civil servants 
were fired or suspended. Some 6,000 
public employees were arrested, doz-
ens of Gülen- affiliated schools and uni-
versities were closed, and around 8,000 
private companies were put under in-
vestigation. Senior AKP people who 

used to have close relations with the 
Gülenists also came under attack. On 
August 3 an Istanbul lawyer brought a 
case against four former ministers on 
the grounds that they had “infiltrated 
members of the [Gülen] organization 
into the state apparatus.”

Earlier efforts by the AKP to sub-
ordinate the armed forces to civil-
ian politicians are now being pursued 
more intensely than ever. Under the 
state of emergency that Erdo an de-
clared on July 21, decrees have been 
issued to consolidate staff colleges into 
a National Defense University, relocate 
army bases away from the cities, and 
give civilians a majority in the Supreme 
Military Council, the body that decides 
promotions. 

For all the decisiveness of the gov-
ernment’s response to the coup, and 
the near- unanimous view among Turks 
that the Gülen movement was involved, 
it is still difficult to trace exactly what 
happened on July 15. The Gülen move-
ment is secretive, compartmentalized, 
and claims to be a force only in edu-
cation and matters of the soul; from 
his home in Pennsylvania its bookish, 
avuncular, mystically inclined founder 
vigorously denies any involvement in 
the coup, and the US government has 
so far resisted Turkey’s request to ex-
tradite him. 

Attempts to dramatize events as 
the product of a single, dastardly con-
spiracy are common in Turkey, but 
they should be treated with caution. 

Conspiracies such as the 
recent coup attempt are 
presented as neat and all- 
encompassing, but such 
a view is at odds with 
the slapdash, fissiparous 
reality of Turkish life. 
Sometimes—as the Gül-
enists have shown in the 
past themselves—there is 
no conspiracy at all. 

In August 2013, Gül-
enist judges jailed 275 
military officers and oth-
ers for membership in 
a terrorist organization 
called “Ergenekon.” An 
appeals judge later ruled 
that no such group ex-
isted; the case had been 
fabricated as part of the 
joint campaign by the 
Gülenists and the AKP 
to drive Kemalists out of 
the military. In a related 
case, more than 300 serv-
ing and retired members 
of the armed forces were 
jailed for plotting a coup; 
that case also was thrown 
out on appeal. 

Strange though it ap-
pears, Kemalists may have taken part 
in the failed coup. This was suggested 
by the name that the putative junta 
chose for itself—“Peace at home, peace 
in the world” was one of Atatürk’s best- 
known aphorisms. A respected analyst 
of the Turkish military, Gareth Jenkins 
of the Washington- based Institute for 
Security and Development Policy, has 
written that some of the arrested of-
ficers are admirers of Turkey’s secular 
founder. Kemalists and Gülenists both 
objected to Erdo an’s now- suspended 
efforts to make peace with guerril-
las from the Kurdistan Workers Party 
(PKK). Both share Atatürk’s antipathy 
to Kurdish aspirations. It seems plau-
sible to some observers I talked to in 
Turkey that there could have been an 
opportunistic alliance between the 
military and Gülenists to get rid of a 
president who they thought might at 
any time return to negotiations with 
the Kurds. 

Since July 15, many of the arrested 
officers have given statements to state 
prosecutors incriminating themselves 
or others, and these have been leaked 
to the press. By closely analyzing their 
statements, the government’s accounts 
of events, and investigations by Turk-
ish journalists (who in many cases are 
simply regurgitating what their govern-
ment contacts tell them), one can try 
to reconstruct what happened, even 
though the information comes from a 
limited number of people and many of 
the accounts are being voiced, under 
pressure, in an echo chamber. Still, 
from what we know so far, the coup 

A Murderous Turning Point in Turkey
Christopher de Bellaigue

ing. . . . I learned what it was to be 
a writer from being around, in the 
house, day by day, observing her 
being one. . . . The shotgun sound 
of typing went on continuously for 

hours. She typed incredibly fast 
and only infrequently paused. . . . 
She thought as she typed. . . . Writ-
ing was the priority, and when 
something came along to inter-

rupt—including sometimes my 
doings and misdoings—she dealt 
with it fast and efficiently, and with 
frequent sighs. Then she got back 
to work. . . . To sum it up, being a 

writer meant: getting on with it. . . .
Focus is the point. 

She ended by saying that for this she 
would always be grateful.  

Supporters of Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdo an at a rally in Kızılay Square,  
Ankara, two days after the failed coup, July 2016

C
hr

is
 M

cG
ra

th
/G

et
ty

 I
m

ag
es



46 The New York Review

seems to have unfolded along the fol-
lowing lines. 

Originally, a coup was prepared for 
the early hours of July 16, when most 
Turks would be asleep, but when the 
plotters learned that their plans had 
leaked, they went ahead on Friday, July 
15. The first senior official to have sus-
pected that a coup was imminent was 
Hakan Fidan, the head of Turkey’s spy 
agency, who learned about it on the 
afternoon of July 15. His failure to in-
form his political masters immediately 
has been much criticized. At around 
9:30 PM two bridges over the Bosporus 
were blocked by tanks. General Hulusi 
Akar, the chief of the general staff, 
was removed from his headquarters by 
force in Ankara and taken to Akıncı 
air base, northeast of the capital—to 
which other senior officers, some of 
them kidnapped from a society wed-
ding, were also taken. By 10:30 PM 
the website of the general staff was 
announcing that the armed forces had 
taken over the country. An e- mail to 
the principal ministries announced the 
imposition of martial law, the closing 
of borders, and the establishment of 
courts to try “traitors to the nation.” 

Well into the evening of July 15, 
President Erdo an, who was on holi-
day in the resort of Marmaris, seems 
not to have appreciated the seriousness 
of events. It was only at 12:26 AM on 
July 16 that he issued an appeal via a 
smartphone for people to come into 
the streets to oppose the plotters. Some 
twenty minutes later an airborne team 
of putschists stormed his hotel with 
orders to bring him to Akı cı. But by 
that time the president was on his way 
to Istanbul, and his appeal was being 
amplified through Twitter, WhatsApp, 
and the more traditional medium of 
mosque loudspeakers. 

During the next few hours, as millions 
of people responded to the president’s 
call, not only was the coup turned back 
but the accumulating stories of heroic 
action against it formed the backdrop 
against which politics are now playing 
out. The plotters made determined ef-
forts to neutralize Turkey’s principal 
civilian and military institutions and 
destroy the government’s morale. From 
the base at Akıncı, helicopters and F- 16s 
attacked the headquarters of both Turk-
ish intelligence and Turkey’s antiterror 
police (in which almost fifty people 
were killed), as well as the parliament 
building, whose roof was damaged. In 
Istanbul, soldiers occupied the mayor’s 
office and the control tower at Atatürk 
Airport. The ruthlessness of the rebels 
was exemplified by a sharpshooter who 
climbed a stanchion of one of the Bos-
porus bridges, from which he picked off 
civilians before eventually being shot. 

The plotters apparently expected 
much less opposition than they met. 
In Ankara civilians were crushed after 
lying down or swerving their vehicles 
into the path of advancing tanks, while 
at Cengelkoy, on the eastern shore of 
the Bosporus, eighteen people were 
killed and many more were injured as 
loyalists battled successfully to stop 
army units from taking control of a 
strategic coastal road. Ordered by his 
commanding officer to fire into the 
crowd, one Turkish soldier cried, “I’m 
not a traitor!” and discharged his pistol 
into his own head. 

Across Anatolia, in towns and cities 
and in military bases, similar confron-

tations were taking place on a smaller 
scale. In Sirnak, in the Kurdish- 
majority southeast, three hundred 
putschists surrendered after a strug-
gle with loyalists, while farmers near 
Akıncı set fire to their crops in order 
to impede the rebels. The AKP prime 
minister, Binali Yildirim, was shot 
at while racing back to Ankara from 
Istanbul. Parliament met in an emer-
gency session under bombardment. 

At 2:50 AM on July 16 Erdo an’s 
plane was able to land at Atatürk Air-
port in Istanbul, where he was greeted 
like a conquering hero. It was clear that 
the rebels had not achieved their main 
objectives and that the military was 
mostly loyal. By 7:00 AM the coup was 
over. 

All told, more than 240 people were 
killed resisting the putschists, and there 

were well over two thousand injuries. 
According to the Turkish general staff, 
8,500 men, or 1.5 percent of the coun-
try’s military manpower, were involved 
in the uprising, though the fact that so 
many generals and admirals were taken 
into custody suggests that some are sus-
pected of complicity, or more likely of 
malign neutrality and fence-sitting. If 
the coup had not been launched earlier 
than scheduled, allowing loyalists to 
react against it, it is likely that a much 
larger proportion of NATO’s second- 
biggest military force would have gone 
over to the plotters. 

For the millions of Turks who openly 
celebrated the coup’s defeat, July 15 
was a vindication of civilian, demo-
cratic politics over what might have 
been the sanguinary nightmare of mili-
tary rule. Had Erdo an been arrested, 
civil war would likely have followed, 
and there is no reason to assume that 
the Peace at Home Council established 
by the military plotters would have 
been any less brutal than the junta that 
ruled after 1980. 

After July 15 Turkey’s usually poi-
sonous internal politics gave way to 
rare cross- party cooperation, and on 
August 7, when millions gathered for 
a “Democracy and Martyrs’ Rally” 
in Istanbul, Erdo an shared a plat-
form with the leaders of the center- 
left Republican People’s Party and the 
right- wing Nationalist Action Party   
(not, however, with Parliament’s third- 
largest party, the pro- Kurdish People’s 
Democracy Party, which the president 
now ostracizes, citing its links to the 

PKK). As a gesture of unity, the noto-
riously touchy president has even with-
drawn thousands of defamation suits 
filed in his name.

The international reaction to the 
coup was important for the Erdo an 
government, especially since relations 
with the West have soured over recent 
years. In return for money and the 
promise of visa- free travel for Turkish 
citizens, the EU, following negotiations 
led by Angela Merkel, is using Turkey 
as a kind of sponge for soaking up Syr-
ian refugees, while paying lip service to 
the fiction that Turkey remains a seri-
ous candidate for membership in the 
EU. Turkey now has more than 2.5 mil-
lion Syrian refugees in its camps. The 
priority for the US is to maintain Tur-
key’s cooperation in the fight against 
ISIS. American jets and drones use the 

Turkish air base of Incirlik to launch 
attacks and make reconnaissance sor-
ties over Mesopotamia. 

A visitor to Turkey this summer 
would soon conclude that July 15 was 
as traumatic an experience as the Sep-
tember 11 attacks were for the United 
States or last November’s terrorist at-
tacks were for France. The Turks felt 
that they did not receive anything like 
the international support they had a 
right to expect. Indeed, a prevailing be-
lief in Turkey is that the US— Turkey’s 
NATO partner since 1952—was in 
some way involved.

On the night of July 15, when the 
outcome of the coup was still in doubt, 
John Kerry, the US secretary of state, 
restricted himself to calling for “stabil-
ity and peace and continuity”—hardly 
a ringing endorsement of an ally fight-
ing for its life. On July 28, James Clap-
per, director of national intelligence, 
expressed regret that the arrest of 
Turkish generals who were allies in the 
war against ISIS would “set back our 
cooperation with the Turks.” Gülen’s 
presence in the United States (where 
he has been since 1999, though he 
is not a US citizen), and the fact that 
the Incirlik air base—shared with the 
US—was used for refueling rebel air-
craft, have further strengthened Turk-
ish suspicions that the US was either 
behind the coup or had foreknowledge 
of it—allegations that the US ambas-
sador to Ankara, John Bass, has been 
trying to dispel. 

European Union politicians seemed 
less concerned for the victims of the 

coup than about the possibility that 
Erdo an would try to impose an out- 
and- out dictatorship in the name of na-
tional security. The EU’s foreign policy 
chief, Federica Mogherini, warned that 
Turkey needed to “respect democracy, 
human rights and fundamental free-
doms,” while Jean- Claude Juncker, 
the president of the European Com-
mission, observed that after the recent 
events Turkey was “not in a position to 
become a member [of the European 
Union] any time soon.” Almost alone 
among senior Europeans, the former 
Swedish prime minister Carl Bildt la-
mented that no senior EU diplomat 
had thought to visit Turkey to show 
support for “an accession country fac-
ing the gravest threat to its constitu-
tional order yet.” 

Erdo an has contrasted Europe’s lec-
tures on human rights with the prompt 
and unqualified support he received 
from Russia and Iran, and he has exco-
riated the Americans for “taking sides 
with the coup plotters.” The president’s 
senior adviser Ibrahim Kalin was no 
doubt voicing his master’s suspicions 
of the West when, referring to West-
ern nations generally, he tweeted that 
“had the coup succeeded, you would 
have supported it, like in Egypt.” This 
was a reference to the West’s apparent 
relief at the coup d’état in 2013 against 
the elected Muslim Brotherhood gov-
ernment of Mohamed Morsi, an ally of 
Erdo an. 

It is a long time since Obama and 
other Western leaders held up Erdo an 
and his regime as an example of a 
pluralism that could solve the peren-
nial riddle of Islam and democracy. 
Erdo an has spent the past few years 
trying to gather more power for him-
self, though his preferred vehicle to 
achieve this, an executive presidency, 
has so far eluded him. He has also 
cracked down on domestic dissent and, 
last year, revived a pitiless war against 
the PKK. 

Erdo an’s assertive policies have led 
to a damaging entanglement in the Syr-
ian civil war, of which the most impor-
tant consequences are the presence of 
the 2.5 million Syrian refugees in Tur-
key and, beginning in July 2015, a series 
of deadly bombings by ISIS. Erdo an 
opposes both Syrian President Bashar 
al- Assad and the PKK’s Syrian Kurdish 
allies, who have been effective fight-
ers, and this in the past led him into 
tacit cooperation with ISIS, for which 
Turkey was a conduit for arms, medi-
cal aid, and recruits. America did not 
hide its frustrations at Erdo an’s Syria 
policy, and it seems plausible that in the 
period before the attempted coup the 
US cooperated with Gülenist elements 
in the military to bring Erdo an’s long- 
denied cooperation with ISIS to light. 

Many in Turkey believe that the West 
once again favors generals that seize 
power and not Islamists who are elected 
to it. To these Turks it makes perfect 
sense that their pro- Western message 
would make the Gülenists preferable 
to Erdo an in American eyes. 

Turkey’s relations with the EU are 
unlikely to improve soon. The refugee 
arrangement seems likely to unravel 
as a result of Turkey’s failure to enact 
legal reforms—such as rewriting anti-
terror laws—that the European Union 
has demanded in return for visa- free 
travel. Meanwhile the Americans have 
to deal with an ally who impugns them 
in public and whose anti- Western sup-
porters have urged him to withdraw 

President Erdo an ‘calling everyone to the streets and city squares’ in a televised appeal  
to the Turkish public via a smartphone during the attempted coup, July 2016
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from NATO and explore an alliance 
with Russia. (This admittedly would 
be a difficult feat to pull off, as Turco- 
Russian relations have yet to recover 
from Turkey’s downing of a Russian jet 
that allegedly strayed into Turkish air-
space last November, itself a product of 
the two countries’ opposing positions 
in Syria. Still, Erdo an’s cordial visit 
to Vladimir Putin in St. Petersburg on 
August 9 may have indicated a narrow-
ing of differences.) 

In fact, there have been signs since 
the coup that, in return for cooperation 
from world powers in preventing the 
Kurds from setting up a new state on its 
southern border, Turkey is beginning to 
change its Syria policy. Amid rumors in 
the Arab media that Turkey and Syria 
have been engaged in behind- the- 
scenes negotiations, the prime minis-
ter, Binali Yildirim, has hinted broadly 
that Turkey would not prevent a peace 
deal under which Assad was allowed 
to stay on during a transitional period. 
On August 24, Turkish and Ameri-
can forces launched a major offensive 
against Islamic State militants, includ-
ing a land invasion by Turkish tanks. 
The joint aims of the two forces seem 
to be to sever an important ISIS supply 
route and limit the Kurds’ territorial 
ambitions on Turkey’s southern border.

The Turkish government has made it 
clear that an improvement in relations 
with the US is contingent on the extra-
dition of a man they regard as a terror-
ist leader, although John Kerry has said 
that extradition must be approved by a 
court and has given no sign that it could 
happen. Most people who follow Tur-
key closely—including Western ambas-
sadors I have spoken to—are prepared 
to believe that Gülen’s followers were 
involved in the events of July 15. I often 
heard the theory that the coup was pre-
cipitated by rumors that Gülenist offi-
cers were about to be purged from the 
military. 

Pinning responsibility on Gülen 
himself is another matter, however, 
although efforts are being made to do 
so. John Bass, the US ambassador to 
Turkey, has warned in interviews with 
Turkey’s fervid press that leaked wit-
ness statements incriminating the ex-
iled preacher may be inadmissible in 
an American court. General Akar, for 
instance, has said that one of the offi-
cers who kidnapped him offered to put 
him through by phone to Gülen, while 
the mainstream newspaper Hurriyet 
reported that before the coup a senior 
Gülenist visited sympathetic officers at 
Akıncı and delivered “Gülen’s orders” 
along with a fatwa, or legal opinion, au-
thorizing Erdo an’s overthrow. 

The Gülenists are powerful beyond 
the more than one thousand private 
schools that they have founded in some 
120 countries—including the US. The 
scale of their alleged infiltration of Tur-
key’s vital institutions is illustrated by 
the fact that the post- coup detainees 
include the general manager of Tur-
key’s leading petrochemicals company, 
hospital surgeons who carried out 
some of the country’s first transplant 
operations, and Erdo an’s own aide- 
de- camp. An employee at the Istanbul 
office of a major European invest-
ment bank told me that his Gülenist 
colleagues had been absent since July 
15. “Everyone knew who they were,” 
he said. “They were often the most 
capable, spoke the best English, and 

were the best equipped to deal with 
foreigners.” 

Furious reprisals have been under-
way since July 15. Human rights are 
being trampled by a state that on July 21 
formally suspended the rights of its citi-
zens to freedom of movement, expres-
sion, and association, which are central 
to the European convention on human 
rights. (France did the same after the 
November attacks.) The loyalist press 
condemns judicial suspects out of hand 
as “traitors” and Erdo an has said that 
he would approve the reintroduction of 
capital punishment if parliament were to 
pass a bill to that effect. Left- wing teach-
ers and liberal journalists—who have 
no plausible connections with Gülen—
have been arrested on flimsy suspicions 
of involvement in the coup, and dozens 
of media outlets and publishing houses 

have been shut down. On July 24, Am-
nesty International announced that it 
had credible evidence that detainees 
were “being subjected to beatings and 
torture, including rape, in official and 
unofficial detention centres.” 

The fury could well abate, especially 
if the state of emergency is allowed to 
lapse after its initial three- month pe-
riod. If it does not, quite apart from 
the damage done to Turkey’s economy, 
which has experienced a sharp flight 
of foreign money following the coup, 
there is another structural risk. By 
repressing a movement whose sympa-
thizers are estimated to number in the 
millions, and whose financial and other 
assets may now be distributed among 
Erdo an’s allies, the government may 
breed a vivid sense of injustice that will 
cause a broad reaction. 

An important question raised by the 
July 15 coup concerns Turkey’s strate-
gic position. How will the hollowing out 
of the army and of other institutions—
Turkey’s spy agency may be next—af-
fect the country’s ability to fight armed 
Kurdish rebels and ISIS cells? Will the 
prestige that now attaches to Erdo an 
as a gazi, or holy warrior, advance his 
long- term plan to gather more power? 
Neither of these questions can as yet be 
answered with any certainty. Nor can 
the question of whether July 15 will be 
remembered as the moment when Tur-
key turned decisively away from the 
West. What is certain is that on that 
night the once- mighty army shed much 
of the prestige it has enjoyed since Ot-
toman times, and Turkey, although still 
subject to autocratic rule, finally be-
came a civilian state. 
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What Is Populism?

Jan-Werner Müller

“Populism is not 
just antiliberal, it is 
antidemocratic—the 
permanent shadow 
of representative pol-
itics. That’s Jan-Wer-
ner Müller’s argument 
in this brilliant book. 
There is no better 
guide to the populist 
passions of the present.”—Ivan Krastev, 
International New York Times
Cloth $19.95 | Ebook $16.95
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Understanding 
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U.S. government’s 
approach, arguing 
that U.S. society has 
been transformed 
for the worse by an extreme overreaction to 
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Tips for the Hindu Man-About-Town
Roberto Calasso

Redeeming the Kamasutra 
by Wendy Doniger. 
Oxford University Press,  
182 pp., $24.95

Vatsyayana’s Kamasutra is universally 
known as a repertory of erotic positions, 
some of them sufficiently acrobatic to 
intimidate more than a few Western 
lovers, no doubt fearful they might find 
themselves insufficiently inventive. It 
is also, and it may be primarily, an ex-
cellent catalog of novelistic plots in the 
guise of an obsessively classificatory 
treatise. But to explore it you need a 
suitable guide, and none could be bet-
ter than Wendy Doniger, who alone 
among the great living Indol ogists—to 
the best of my knowledge—is also an 
authority on Hollywood B movies, as 
well as on the dizzying welter of sto-
ries that can intertwine in and around 
a bed, as she proved in her substantial 
book The Bedtrick: Tales of Sex and 
Masquerade (2000). So her annotated 
edition of the Kamasutra, published 
in collaboration with Sudhir Kakar in 
2002, immediately became—and will 
long remain—the text of choice for this 
classic that had for many years been 
simply too notorious to be read with 
the proper attention.

The reactions from readers were 
prompt and lively and, during the four-
teen years since its publication, Do-
niger has had numerous occasions to 
return to the subject, working to place 
the Kamasutra in the larger setting 
of Indian treatises, an immense cor-
pus whose scope can be only vaguely 
inferred from the sheer weight of the 
book that remains to the present day 
the most reliable work on the subject: 
P.V. Kane’s eight- volume The History 
of Dharma stra (Ancient and Medi-
eval Religious and Civil Law in India), 
running to a total of 8,681 pages.

But only one of these treatises has 
deserved Doniger’s close attention, 
namely the Arthashastra, the treatise 
on the uses of power. An early ver-
sion was written in Sanskrit in what is 
thought to have been the first century 
CE—although all dates are provi-
sional—and was ascribed to the scholar 
Kautilya. The Arthashastra is India’s 
supreme political compendium, consid-
ered by many to be far more pitiless and 
reckless than Machiavelli’s The Prince. 
And Doniger is certainly well aware 
of this comparison, writing in her new 
book, Redeeming the Kamasutra, that 
“Kautilya makes Machiavelli look like 
Mother Teresa.” Though one might 
 recall that a Chinese counterpart, The 
Book of Lord Shang, which we know 
through the remarkable translation of 
J. J. L. Duyvendak, can in comparison 
make both Kautilya and Machiavelli 
seem mild.

In this perspective, the erotic art set 
forth in the Kamasutra may be con-
sidered a specific branch of the art of 
stratagems and deceptions that Kauti-
lya treats so masterfully. After all, 
the tactics of spies, infiltrators, and 
mediators can prove indispensable in 
both conquering a city and seducing a 
woman. And the Kamasutra describes 
them with a great abundance of exam-
ples. The connection between the two 
works is unquestionable, and Doniger 
illustrates it closely, even though—as is 

always the case in India—it is hopeless 
to try to establish a timeline in which to 
place the various texts. The Kamasutra 
is plausibly dated to the second half of 
the third century CE, but it remains 
a matter of debate whether Kautilya 
was or wasn’t the minister who served 
under that name during the reign of the 
emperor Chandragupta in the fourth 
century BCE. In any case, we cannot 
separate Kautilya’s Arthashastra from 
the more archaic—in its time of con-
ception—Dharmashastra, the text that 
goes under the name of Manu. 

The conundrum of the genealogy of 
the three texts is concisely (and bril-
liantly) laid out by Doniger in this brief 
passage: 

So the first version of the Artha-
shastra came first (middle of the 
first century CE); Manu (second 
half of the second century CE) 
borrowed from that version of the 
Arthashastra and then in turn in-
fluenced the second recension of 
the Arthashastra (early third cen-
tury CE); and that compendium of 
Arthashastra and Manu influenced 
the (late third century CE) Kama-
sutra. The Arthashastra and Manu 
quote one another, and the Ka-
masutra quotes the Arthashastra. 
They are all in conversation [with 
one another], intertextuality with 
a vengeance. 

These few lines ought to be enough to 
dissuade most of us from having any-
thing to do with matters of textual 
chronology in ancient India, a land 
where philology inevitably lays its foun-
dations in quicksand.

The three texts to which Doniger re-
fers are exemplary in illustrating, re-
spectively, the three “goals of life,” or 
purusharthas, in the Hindu tradition. 
These are dharma, artha, kama—law, 
self- interest, and pleasure. The words 
could also mean “devotion,” “power,” 

and “desire.” Each of these three 
worlds had its own rules and prohibi-
tions, intersecting and coexistent with 
those of the other two. If you wish to 
understand India, from the Vedas—
written between 1500 and 500 BC—to 
the present day, this tripartition re-
mains an essential guide. And in order 
to understand the Kamasutra, it is es-
sential to understand what position 
Vatsyayana’s text occupies in India.

Once we have ascertained the lit-
erary setting in which a treatise like 
the Kamasutra originated and should 

be considered, for a reader today the 
allure—as well as the subtle amuse-
ment—to be found in the work lies 
entirely in the overflowing novelistic 
material in which it is steeped. The 
book can be read, from start to finish, 
as a compendium of the erotic situa-
tions in which a certain character may 
happen to find himself—and of the re-
actions that he can provoke from his 
female counterparts. 

Just who is this character? He is the 
nagaraka, the “man- about- town,” as the 
English language so conveniently allows 
us to translate the term, with perfect idi-
omatic correspondence (nagara means 
“city” in Sanskrit). First of all, this 
man- about- town is wealthy and has no 
obligations of any kind. His only goal 
is to expand and sharpen his pleasures, 
in many directions, though eros stands 
out among them. He is devoted only 
to kama, to desire. He does not intend 
to enhance his power and self- interest 
(the sphere of artha). As for dharma, 
he respects it and ignores it. Like young 
Ovid in Rome two centuries earlier, he 
frequents the performance of rituals and 
attends religious festivals because they 
offer excellent opportunities to glimpse 
beautiful women who might well one 
day be the targets of his seduction. His 
life is at once varied and quite repeti-
tive. But cannot the same be said of a 
businessman, a courtier, or a priest? 

If the culmination and crowning mo-
ment of his every pursuit is the sexual 
act—as was true of the concubitus for 

young Ovid in the Ars amatoria—the 
man- about- town must also train him-
self, as Doniger puts it, in the “sixty- 
four arts to be learned by anyone (male 
or female) who is truly serious about 
pleasure.” And here we can only take 
delight in going over the list, which 
starts this way:

singing; playing musical instru-
ments; dancing; painting; cutting 
leaves into shapes; making lines 
on the floor with rice-powder 
and flowers; colouring the teeth, 
clothes, and limbs; making jeweled 
floors; preparing beds;

and subsequently includes making 
music on the rims of water glasses (like 
Mozart’s pieces for Glasharmonika), 
mixing perfumes, teaching parrots and 
mynah birds to speak, practicing sor-
cery, having a knowledge of lexicons 
and thesauruses, and being an expert 
on omens and the strategic sciences. 

Sixty- second on the list we find “eti-
quette.” Both lovers must compete in 
all these arts—and their practice, ac-
cording to the Kamasutra, can only en-
hance their erotic exaltation. The same 
bodies of knowledge form part of the 
education of a deluxe courtesan, who, if 
she is expert in them, will win “a place 
in the public assembly.” Nothing is ar-
bitrary or accidental: the sixty- four arts 
correspond to the sixty- four variants on 
intercourse. And these do not greatly 
differ, for purely anatomical reasons, 
from those suggested by the greatest 
Western authorities on the subject, who 
remain Pietro Aretino and the author 
of the delightful forgery attributed to 
the Portuguese Aloisia Sigaea Toletana 
(the real author was the French scholar 
Nicolas Chorier, camouflaged under 
the name Joannis Meursius). 

And here a footnote is required: 
Western culture by and large has en-
trusted the doctrine of erotic positions 
to feminine voices: Aretino’s Ragiona-
menti and the dialogues of Aloisia 
Sigaea are conversations among women 
who know a great deal about sex or are 
eager to know more. The only treatise 
from classical antiquity that is compa-
rable to the Kamasutra (and also now 
lost) was attributed to a woman named 
Elephantis, whose name—according 
to the Pauly–Wissowa encyclopedia of 
the classical world—“can be situated 
in the numerous group of names given 
to hetairai [courtesans] and taken from 
animals.” Nothing survives of that 
work, though we do know from Sueto-
nius that its tabellae (illustrations) were 
copied at the behest of the emperor 
Tiberius onto the walls of his villa in 
Capri, as an object lesson both for his 
guests and himself. 

The distinctive aspect of the Kama-
sutra (and of the entire body of Indian 
treatises) lies in the systematic nature 
and the implacable precision of its de-
tails, rather than in any list of veneris 
figurae or modi coeundi—as they were 
called in Rome. Similarly unique is the 
fact that this punctilious physiological 
and psychological chronicle should in-
clude a description of the female orgasm 
unlike anything any Western author 
would have dared to venture, as well as a 

Krishna dancing with one of his gopis; detail from a nineteenth-century Indian wall hanging
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list of the contrivances whereby a cour-
tesan can rid herself of a bothersome 
lover, using tactics no less hilarious and 
applicable today than they were then:

She curls her lip and stamps on 
the ground with her foot. She talks 
about things he does not know 
about. She shows no amazement, 
but only contempt, for the things he  
does know about. She punctures 
his pride. She has affairs with men 
who are superior to him. She ignores 
him. She criticizes men who have the 
same faults. And she stalls when 
they are alone together. She is upset 
by the things he does for her when 
they are making love. She does not 
offer him her mouth. She keeps him 
away from between her legs. 

But the point is that, in India, such an 
enchantingly profane approach would 
inevitably have to refer back to the 
Vedic antiquities and, beyond them, 
to the lives of the gods. In fact, in the 
Rigveda itself—the most ancient of the 
Vedas, with more than one thousand 
hymns—we read that “desire, kama, 
is the first seed of mind.” So we dis-
cover, at the beginning of the Kamasu-
tra, that Vatsyayana is one of the last 
editors of a treatise of erotic material 
that over many years had been pro-
gressively reduced and simplified. Its 
first author was the meek bull Nandin, 
who guarded the door of the bedroom 
where Shiva and Uma were united in 
a continuous coitus that lasted a thou-
sand years of the gods. At once watch-
man, voyeur, and scribe, Nandin had 
written down the erotic knowledge that 
one day humans would also need to 
learn, albeit only in part, since they are 
incapable of applying it in its entirety. 
This is a customary procedure in clas-
sical India, presupposing a boundless 
body of knowledge at the outset, one 
that can only shrink and wither over 
the course of time, down to the waste-
land of the Kali Yuga, the age in which 
we live. This is a conception that is dia-
metrically opposed to the evolutionary 
Western worldview, which presupposes 
at first a succession of inarticulate 
brutes, who progressively lift them-
selves to the summits of reason. 

The true flavor of the Kamasutra is 
best appreciated in its minute descrip-
tions of erotic skirmishes and am-
bushes, in which scratches and bites 
always remind us that eros is inevitably 
a duel—in some cases a fatal one. But 
these descriptions may be best appreci-
ated within the frame of their remote 
divine origin, because in India, since 
the very beginning and in the rituals 
meticulously described in the Brahma-
nas, eros is ubiquitous and omnipres-
ent. No less illuminating than Nandin 
is the second legendary author of the 
Kamasutra, Shvetaketu. It was he who 
boiled down the thousand chapters 
written by Nandin into the five hun-
dred that would eventually be further 
reduced to the hundred and fifty of 
Babhravya Panchala and, finally, to the 
thirty- six of Vatsyayana. 

Who was Shvetaketu? We see him 
appear, at age twenty- four, in the Chan -  
dogya Upanishad, one of the two ear-
liest and greatest Upanishads. After 
twelve years of study, he presents him-
self to his father, “proud, conceited, 
thinking himself well- schooled.” The 
father tells him that he still knows noth-

ing, even if he has studied all the Vedas. 
Now it behooves him to go beyond. 

And at this point Shvetaketu’s fa-
ther delivers a vertiginous sequence of 
thoughts, culminating with the atman, 
the Self, summed up in three words: Tat 
tvam asi, “You are that.” Those three 
words are the mustard seed from which 
the Vedic immensity springs. And they 
have been handed down to us inasmuch 
as they are words that were spoken to 
this young Brahman, who—at a later 
point in his life—would go on to edit 
an abridged version of Nandin’s erotic 
doctrine. So Shvetaketu was one of the 
rings in the chain that gave birth to 
the Kamasutra, which might be taken 
as evidence of the fact that, if there 
was ever a place where tout se tient— 
everything is connected—that place 
was Vedic India. In the West, it would 

be difficult to imagine a legend that at-
tributed to Parmenides the erotic trea-
tise of the courtesan Elephantis.

Wendy Doniger has finally done jus-
tice to the Kamasutra, first of all by giv-
ing it a proper translation, without Sir 
Richard Burton’s nineteenth- century 
misreadings and stilted style, and now 
in Redeeming the Kamasutra by plac-
ing it in an eminent position in the body 
of Indian treatises. Her work is a useful 
antidote to that “pervasive and often 
violent moral policing” that has seized 
a part of both India and the Indian 
diaspora in recent years, especially in 
the aftermath of the Bharatiya Janata 
Party’s return to governing power. So it 
happened, for instance, that squads of 
Hindu fundamentalists of the militant 
youth group called Bajrang Dal have 
intervened brutally to thwart the cel-

ebration of Valentine’s Day, which they 
consider an instance of “pornographic 
capitalism.” 

Doniger rightly points out that the 
god Kama, after being incinerated 
by Shiva, found himself infused “into 
a number of other substances that 
worked Kama’s magic even more effec-
tively—moonlight, the arched brows of 
beautiful women and so forth.” And 
Shiva himself is distinguished by the 
vast oscillation between extremes that 
we know. We see that idea in the title 
of a groundbreaking book that Doniger 
published in 1973: iva: The Erotic As-
cetic. But at the same time, that oscilla-
tion is a peculiarity of India in general. 
Luckily, none of us will ever be able to 
rid ourselves of Kama. 

—Translated from the Italian  
by Antony Shugaar
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BLACK ELEPHANTS IN THE ROOM

The Unexpected Politics of African 
American Republicans

Corey D. Fields 

“Masterfully illustrating the complexities of 
both racial and political identities, this book is 
essential reading for understanding the future of 
American politics.” 
—Mary Pattillo, author of Black on the Block: The 
Politics of Race and Class in the City

THE DEATH OF THE NATION 
AND THE FUTURE OF THE ARAB 
REVOLUTION

Vijay Prashad 

This fast-paced and timely book is the best 
critical primer to the Middle East conflicts today, 
from Syria and Saudi Arabia to the chaos in 
Turkey. Mixing thrilling anecdotes from street-
level reporting with a bird’s-eye view of the 
geopolitics of the region and the globe, Prashad 
guides us through the dramatic changes in 
players, politics, and economics in the Middle 
East over the last five years.

BRUCE CONNER: IT’S ALL TRUE

Edited by Rudolf Frieling and Gary Garrels 

Published in association with the San Francisco 
Museum of Modern Art

“An exceptional catalog.”—The New York Times

“Bruce Conner, that cheerful iconoclast of 
postwar American art, was also its greatest 
glutton. The [exhibition] is a shrine to his 
appetite. . . . art as gut.”—The Village Voice

MAKING ROOTS

A Nation Captivated

Matthew F. Delmont  

“In his absorbing, behind-the-scenes account of 
the making of Roots, Matthew F. Delmont not 
only narrates the personal odyssey Alex Haley 
took in discovering—and imagining—his ancestral 
epic for a mass audience in the 1970s but also 
reveals in fascinating detail the powerful mix of 
emotional and economic forces that led to the 
creation of one of the twentieth century’s most 
indelible—and debated—renderings of slavery.” 
—Henry Louis Gates Jr., Alphonse Fletcher 
University Professor, Harvard University, and host 
of the PBS series Finding Your Roots

BLACK AGAINST EMPIRE

The History and Politics of the Black 
Panther Party, With a New Preface

Joshua Bloom and Waldo E. Martin Jr.  

This timely special edition, published on the 
fiftieth anniversary of the founding of the Black 
Panther Party, features a new preface by the 
authors that places the Party in a contemporary 
political landscape, especially as it relates to 
Black Lives Matter and other struggles to fight 
police brutality against black communities.

ISLAMIC CIVILIZATION IN  
THIRTY LIVES

The First 1,000 Years

Chase F. Robinson 

Religious thinkers, political leaders, lawmakers, 
writers, and philosophers have shaped the 
1,400-year-long development of the world’s 
second-largest religion. But who were these 
people, and what do we know of their lives? 
Distinguished historian of Islam Chase F. 
Robinson draws on the long tradition of 
commemorating in writing the biographies of 
notable figures, weaving these ambitious lives 
together to create a rich narrative of Islamic 
civilization.

INVISIBLE NATION

Homeless Families in America

Richard Schweid 

“This superbly written and deftly researched 
book provides a narrative for the quick fall into 
homelessness for families who may as well be 
living next door. It is s a call to action against an 
urgent problem, affecting children and families 
in both our countryside and our cities.” 
—Christopher Ryan, best-selling author of Sex at 
Dawn: How We Mate, Why We Stray, and What It 
Means for Modern Relationships

THE FIFTH BEGINNING

What Six Million Years of Human History 
Can Tell Us about Our Future

Robert L. Kelly 

“A benchmark book about where we came from 
and where we’re likely headed. Robert L. Kelly 
shows how we humans have repeatedly become 
something entirely different from what we 
intended to be. Kelly sounds a simple wake-up 
call: this time it’s all up to us.” 
—David Hurst Thomas, American Museum of 
Natural History
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nonstop metropolis: 
a new york city atlas

#nonstopmetropolis

also available

Infinite City: 
A San Francisco Atlas

Unfathomable City: 
A New Orleans Atlas
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“I am thrilled to have another book-
object in this series, as I devoured 
the San Francisco volume when 
I was there, and the New Orleans 
one likewise. Now finally here is one 
about the town where I live.”

—David Byrne

Includes contributions from 
Teju Cole, Luc Sante, Astra Taylor, 
Barry Lopez, Margo Jefferson, 
Garnette Cadogan and Emily Raboteau



52 The New York Review

Creating the Vietnam Veterans 
 Memorial: The Inside Story
by Robert W. Doubek. 
McFarland, 311 pp., $35.00 (paper)

Memorials to Shattered Myths: 
 Vietnam to 9/11
by Harriet F. Senie. 
Oxford University Press,  
261 pp., $99.00; $29.95 (paper)

Maya Lin: Topologies
with a foreword by John McPhee  
and essays by Michael Brenson,  
William L. Fox, Paul Goldberger, 
Philip Jodidio, Maya Lin,  
Lisa Phillips, and Dava Sobel. 
Rizzoli, 400 pp., $75.00

1.
Older artists who struggle futilely 
for recognition often envy those who 
achieve great success at an early age. 
But never being able to surpass or even 
equal a youthful triumph can be a cruel 
fate for those who believe you are only 
as good as your latest work. This is the 
potentially daunting reality that Maya 
Lin has lived with for three and a half 
decades, since she skyrocketed to fame 
at the age of twenty-one, when during 
her senior year as a Yale undergradu-
ate architecture major she won the 
open design competition that resulted 
in the most influential public monu-
ment created since World War II: the 
National Vietnam Veterans Memorial 
of 1981–1982 in Washington, D.C. 

Although Lin’s rigorously abstract 
scheme—devoid of the representa-
tional elements and allegorical imag-
ery typical of war monuments since 
ancient times—provoked great con-
troversy in some quarters when it was 
chosen from among the 1,421 contest 
entries, her powerful melding of the 
period’s two main avant-garde sculp-

tural developments, Minimalism and 
Earth Art, fundamentally recast popu-
lar notions of commemorative archi-
tecture. This symmetrical composition 
of two wedge-shaped, vertically pan-
eled, polished black granite walls set 
at a 125-degree angle to each other 
and sunk ten feet below grade at their 
deepest is inscribed with the names of 
58,307 American military personnel 
who died as a result of the Vietnam 
War between 1957 and 1975. 

The sloping walkway parallel to this 
493-foot-long expanse of stone begins 
at street level and then reaches its nadir 
at the monument’s midpoint. The tran-
sit along the declivity gives one the pal-
pable impression of being swamped by 
a tide of mortality as the rows of names 
rise higher and higher above one’s head. 
Then, as the pedestrian path begins to 
ascend at the structure’s midpoint, the 
opposite occurs, the sensation ebbing 
and abating as one reaches the flat ex-
panse of the Mall once again, filled with 
relief that the flood of names has finally 
ended. It is not uncommon to see visi-
tors in tears or even sobbing after they 
have negotiated this symbolic abyss, a 
journey made all the more unnerving 
because of the unconsoling directness 
of the experience.     

The adage that success has many fa-
thers but failure is an orphan certainly 
pertains to those involved with the 
Vietnam Veterans Memorial commis-
sion, although the person most respon-
sible for its triumphant outcome—the 
artist herself—has never tried to ar-
rogate sole credit for what became a 
hugely complicated and highly politi-
cized process. Robert Doubek, who 
served as executive director of the Viet-
nam Veterans Memorial Fund—the 
nonprofit organization created in 1979 
to raise money for the monument’s 
construction—has written a heartfelt 
memoir of the struggle to bring this pa-
triotic dream to fruition, and he is not 

at all reticent in aggrandizing the part 
he played. 

As the definite article in his subtitle 
suggests, Creating the Vietnam Veter-
ans Memorial: The Inside Story is not 
only a first-person but also a one-sided 
account of this frequently contentious 
saga. Nonetheless, for all its flaws and 
self-serving paybacks, this is a valu-
able contribution to the memorial’s 
historiography, above all in Doubek’s 
portrayal of conflicting forces vying for 
supremacy. We get a vivid sense of the 
emotions Lin’s design aroused among 
those who felt her scheme was disre-
spectful to the memory of the fallen 
because of its uncompromising ab-
straction and the way it is dug into the 
earth—a grave, a pit, a latrine, detrac-
tors charged—rather than elevated to a 
position of high honor. 

Doubek admits that he was no fan 
of Lin’s design as it emerged from the 
crowd of other submissions during 
the selection process. “[Her] sketches 
and drawings were very amateurish,” 
he writes, “and the black shapes said 
nothing to me. ‘What the hell is that?’ I 
had thought.” A very different reaction 
came from the West Point–trained Jack 
Wheeler, co founder (with another for-
mer soldier, Jan Scruggs) and chairman 
of the Vietnam Veterans Memorial 
Fund, who instantly declared, “It’s a 
work of genius.” Doubek still didn’t get 
it. “I had anticipated a messiah emerg-
ing from the mists of competition land,” 
he recalls of his first meeting with 
Lin. “But she didn’t have a lot to say 
and didn’t seem to know or care much 
about us. I felt like I had let a genie out 
of the bottle only to have the genie chill 
out.”  

Things between them never im-
proved greatly, and in the book’s post-
script the author sourly notes that it was 
only in 2007 that “Lin for the first time 
expressed thanks to me and the others 
with VVMF,” oblivious to why it may 

have taken her so long. But Doubek’s 
obtuseness was far from the worst ad-
versity Lin faced, as she endured vi-
cious sexist and racist attacks from 
those outraged that an Asian woman—
a “gook,” many openly said—should 
determine how the Vietnam War was 
memorialized for the ages.1

Concerted objections to Lin’s design 
among veterans’ groups led to the ad-
dition of a naturalistic bronze statue, 
Frederick Hart’s The Three Soldiers, 
which depicts a trio of zombielike 
combatants who exhibit the so-called 
thousand-yard stare of battle- hardened 
warriors. Unveiled a year after the 
main memorial’s completion, this 
kitschy tableau was at least placed far 
enough away from the great earthwork 
to inflict minimum damage. Not sur-
prisingly, Hart’s hypermasculine lineup 
spurred feminists in turn to demand 
yet another sculptural supplement to 
the site, which resulted in the Vietnam 
Women’s Memorial (1993), a bronze 
figural group by Glenna Goodacre that 
shows three servicewomen tending to a 
wounded GI in the attitudes of an over-
crowded but still male-centered Pietà. 

As the art historian Harriet F. Senie 
reports of her study visit to the Mall 
in 2005, Lin’s and Hart’s works impel 
very different responses from visitors. 
In contrast to the main memorial, The 
Three Soldiers, she writes, 

attracted a respectful crowd but 
not an awed or silenced one. . . . 
One young man wearing fatigues 
and smoking a cigarette was . . .
draped over the figures: respect 
was not evident. The sculpture, 
composed of so much posturing, 

The Quiet Power of Maya Lin
Martin Filler

The Riggio-Lynch Chapel, designed by Maya Lin for the Children’s Defense Fund, Haley Farm, Clinton, Tennessee, 2004; from Maya Lin: Topologies
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1See Maya Lin, “Making the Memo-
rial,” The New York Review, November 
2, 2000.
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seemed to prompt some more in its 
visitors. 

In her new book, Memorials to Shat-
tered Myths: Vietnam to 9/11, Senie 
examines the changing nature of com-
memorative design during the three 
decades that separated those two wa-
tersheds in American history. She 
seems to side with early opponents of 
Lin’s scheme who somehow interpreted 
it as critical of the Vietnam conflict. As 
she writes:

The guidelines for the competi-
tion . . . insisted that the memorial 
make no political statement about 
the war. It might be argued that 
refusing to discuss the war was 
tantamount to a negative state-
ment about it and that silence itself 
could be considered a distinct form 
of rhetoric. Although responsibil-
ity for the creation of meaning at 
a memorial (or any work of art) 
ultimately rests with the viewer, 
the rhetorical effect of silence is 
heightened at the VVM by its re-
flective surface. As one confronts 
the names, essentially staring both 
separation and mortality in the 
face, interpretation inevitably be-
comes personal and—given the 
nature of this war—political. . . . 

Visitors behave reverentially, as 
if they were at a cemetery, largely 
because the presence of bodies is 
implied by the list of names on the 
Wall. . . . Even though most of the 
Vietnam dead are buried in local 
cemeteries around the country, in-
terment is implied by the way the 
memorial is placed into the ground. 

There are many good things in Me-
morials to Shattered Myths—especially 
Senie’s insightful interpretation of the 
modern phenomenon of spontaneous 
vernacular memorials, which arise 
on the site of tragic incidents ranging 
from fatal traffic crashes to random 
shootings and are quickly festooned 
with flowers, balloons, candles, stuffed 
animals, and handwritten tributes. 
However, her reading of the Vietnam 
Veterans Memorial strikes me as mis-
taken, most of all her assertion that the 
design is somehow evasive about the 
true nature of the war and inevitably 
mistaken for an actual burial ground. I 
find the opposite to be the case.

The pervasive influence of Lin’s mas-
terwork has been repeatedly demon-
strated in a period when traditional 
forms of architecture and sculpture 
seem wholly inadequate in memorializ-
ing events once deemed unimaginable, 
most clearly the attack on the World 
Trade Center in 2001. Michael Arad 
and Peter Walker’s National Septem-
ber 11 Memorial of 2003–2011 on the 
site of that catastrophe reinterprets sev-
eral of Lin’s concepts in highly original 
ways. 

So as not to become architecture’s 
Lady of Perpetual Mourning, Lin has 
turned down all but three subsequent 
offers to design memorials, includ-
ing that at Ground Zero. She is now 
working on what she promises will be 
her final effort in that vein, the Memo-
rial to the Sixth Extinction, intended 
to raise awareness of species protec-
tion and funded through her What is 
Missing? Foundation. (The other two 

commemorative commissions she did 
accept were the Civil Rights Memo-
rial of 1989 in Montgomery, Alabama, 
and the Women’s Table of 1993 at Yale, 
which was commissioned in 1989 to 
mark twenty years of coeducation at 
her alma mater.)  

She turned instead to environmen-
tal sculptures, as well as to a smaller 
number of modestly scaled buildings 
that have led some to underestimate 
her degree of professional ambition. 
Yet in contrast to architecture as many 
males in the profession still would de-
fine it—the bigger, costlier, and show-
ier the better—her meditative view of 
the building art provides a means for 
expressing poetic impulses about hu-
manity’s place in the natural, rather 
than man-made, environment. Indeed, 
Lin’s steadfast determination to ignore 
the corruptions of modern publicity—
that fatal addiction of postmillennial 
culture, signified in her profession by 
the hideous neologism “starchitect”—
is among her most important qualities. 

It could be said that such indiffer-
ence is easy for someone whose place 
in architectural history is already se-
cure. But the blatant degree to which 
some of Lin’s colleagues in the profes-
sion, female as well as male, have fallen 
in with the contemporary celebrity 
industry offers a cautionary contrast. 
When Jerry Seinfeld was asked last 
year on CBS News Sunday Morning 
how he could ever possibly exceed the 
phenomenal success of his eponymous 
TV sitcom, which ended in 1998, he 
replied in words that echo Lin’s atti-
tude: “There’s only one way to top it. 
And that’s to remain an artist and not 
a ‘star.’” 

2.
Maya Ying Lin was born in 1959 to 
culturally accomplished Chinese im-
migrants in Athens, Ohio, where her 
parents—who met as students at the 
University of Washington—moved that 
year to take up posts at Ohio Univer-
sity. Her mother, Julia Ming-hui Chang 
Lin, was a poet and scholar of Chinese 
literature. Her father, Henry Huan Lin, 
a renowned studio potter, founded the 
school’s ceramics program and later 
became dean of its College of Fine 
Arts. His older half-sister, Lin Huiyin, 
China’s first female architect, married 
the architect Liang Sicheng, known as 
the father of modernism in his country. 
Liang, who studied at the University 
of Pennsylvania under the Classicist 
Paul Cret (as did his exact contempo-
rary Louis Kahn), maintained close 
ties to the West, and after World War 
II served as China’s representative on 
the committee that oversaw the design 
of the United Nations headquarters in 
New York. His posthumously published 
Chinese Architecture: A Pictorial His-
tory remains the basic introduction to 
the subject.2

Maya Lin’s more distant antecedents 
were no less distinguished, as was re-
vealed in a recent episode of the PBS 
series Finding Your Roots, with Henry 
Louis Gates Jr., in which the Harvard 
historian showed her a copy of a scroll 
that purportedly traces the Lin fam-
ily’s origins directly back to her ninety-
ninth great-grandfather in 1092 BCE. 
Gates also identified one of her mater-
nal great-grandmothers, Ye Deyi (born 

2MIT Press, 1984.
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1885), a gynecologist and pediatrician 
who was among China’s first female 
physicians. Lin’s self-assurance in en-
tering a field still dominated by men 
doubtless owes much to her parents’ 
encouragement, but it is hard not to 
wonder if genetics had a part.

Her gift for the sympathetic place-
ment of architecture within a landscape 
is of a piece with her strong sculptural 
instincts, and most evident in her work 
at Haley Farm, the rural campus of 
the Children’s Defense Fund in north-
eastern Tennessee. Her two buildings 
there, though quite different from each 
other, are alike in their sensitive sit-
ing, humane scale, humble materials, 
and appropriateness to their function. 
They symbolically evoke the enclave’s 
purpose as a training and conference 
center for young community activists 
of color. 

Her first project on the 157-acre 
site—the Langston Hughes Library of 
1999—was a remodeling of an 1860s 
barn of a form particular to the region: 
a rectangular shed raised one story 
above the ground, atop a considerably 
smaller pair of grain-storage cribs com-
posed of horizontally stacked logs. She 
treated the existing building as a pre-
cious historic artifact, but to support 
the significant added weight of heavily 
laden bookshelves inserted an entirely 
new steel framework within the wood-
frame structure. 

Lin employed an equally timeless 
form for the nearby Riggio-Lynch 
Chapel of 2004, a simple but beauti-
fully crafted wooden structure whose 
subtly curving contours recall those 
of a boat, a reference that harks back 
to early Christian iconography of the 
church as a barque akin to that of Jesus 
and his apostles as they fished on the 
Sea of Galilee. Indeed, the architec-
tural term “nave”—the main enclosure 
of a sanctuary—stems from the Latin 
navis (ship). An extra layer of symbol-
ism attaches to this seemingly beached 
vessel on the edge of a pond fringed by 
weeping willows. The finely crafted but 
economical unpainted particleboard 
interior of the windowless chapel is il-
luminated by skylights, and one’s focus 
is directed to the central pulpit in the 
grand tradition of black preaching 
churches. 

Lin has demonstrated a similar topo-
graphic awareness in her remarkable 
series of earthwork sculptures, which 
began with The Wave Field (1995). 
It was commissioned for the interior 
courtyard of an aerospace building 
at the University of Michigan in Ann 
Arbor, named in memory of an alum-
nus, François-Xavier Bagnoud, a he-
licopter rescue pilot who died in an 
air accident at age twenty-four. Eager 
to express the freedom and fluidity of 
youth and aeronautics, Lin found inspi-
ration in the undulating, parallel lines 
of a water current called a Stokes wave. 
Using that pattern as a model, she de-
marcated a hundred-foot square, had 
its surface shaped on the diagonal into 
rows of swelling grass-covered hillocks 
three to five feet high, and achieved an 
effect of rippling propulsion akin to a 
verdant meadow beneath the rotors of 
a chopper during lift-off. 

At once specific in its commemo-
rative purpose but generalized in its 
abstract, hypnotic beauty, The Wave 
Field, now a popular campus gather-
ing place, demonstrates Lin’s genius 
for transforming profound personal 
loss into a force for social cohesion, no 

less so than in her most famous work. 
Lin has since produced two variations 
on this theme: Flutter (2005), for a fed-
eral courthouse in Miami, Florida; and 
the eleven-acre Storm King Wavefield 
(2009) at the eponymous sculpture 
park in Orange County, New York. 

The latter installation is more exten-
sive than its predecessors not only in 
area, but also in the size of the waves, 
which here vary from ten to eighteen 
feet high, with a separation of some 
forty feet between each row of mounds, 
proportions that approximate the sen-
sation of being on a stormy sea where 
one’s view of the horizon is blocked 
by tall swells. Storm King Wavefield 
gives those who climb up and down the 
slopes to reach its centermost folds a 
palpable sense of being engulfed by the 
forces of nature, an immersive experi-
ence not unlike that of Lin’s Washing-
ton memorial, but without the political 
meaning imputed to that earlier work. 

Related to the wave fields but more 
reminiscent of the land forms built over 

a five-thousand-year period by Native 
American cultures collectively known 
as the Mound Builders are Lin’s “Earth 
Drawings.” These include Eleven Min-
ute Line (2004) in Sweden and Ken-
tucky Line (2008) near Louisville, both 
of which extend like gigantic snakes 
across their rural settings. These works 
are less pictographic than their ancient 
antecedents, which often represented 
living creatures; their most obvious 
model is the Great Serpent Mound in 
what is now southwestern Ohio, which 
has been dated to the eleventh century 
but may be much older. Like many such 
constructions (unless they are cut into 
a hillside) their patterns are most dis-
cernible from overhead, and thus Lin’s 
“Earth Drawings” are not as fully com-
prehensible at ground level as her wave 
fields, which exert a far stronger effect 
on the viewer. 

Since 2008, Lin has been represented 
by the New York–based Pace Gallery, 
one of the four so-called megadeal-
ers (along with Gagosian, Hauser & 
Wirth, and David Zwirner) that have 
increasingly monopolized the very 

high end of the international art trade. 
Other earthwork artists have their own 
galleries, even though one of the mo-
tivating factors behind Earth Art was 
to create works whose environmen-
tal, site-specific nature would negate 
the commercial commodification that 
disturbed many young artists during 
the late 1960s. However, in order to fi-
nance such costly undertakings as Mi-
chael Heizer’s massive earthworks or 
Christo and Jean-Claude’s grandiose 
wrappings, these visionaries also cre-
ated salable objects to underwrite their 
endeavors. 

Furthermore, since the greatest ex-
amples of Earth Art—including Rob-
ert Smithson’s Spiral Jetty on Utah’s 
Great Salt Lake, Walter De Maria’s 
Lightning Field in western New Mex-
ico, and James Turrell’s Roden Crater 
in Arizona’s Painted Desert—tend to 
be in remote locations, more physically 
accessible manifestations of such co-
lossal conceptions are essential to gain 
critical and financial support for proj-
ects that otherwise might remain in-
triguing hypotheses on paper. Lin, for 

Maya Lin: Storm King Wavefield, Storm King Art Center, Mountainville, New York, 2009
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her part, is the most ethical of artists 
and there is nothing venal about her as-
sertion that “I wanted to transfer what 
I was exploring in my outdoor installa-
tions to the confines of a museum.” 

Lin’s Around the World x 3 (2014) 
is a twelve-foot-wide floor piece com-
prising three concentric rings of white 
marble, an arrangement that immedi-
ately suggests Richard Long’s circular 
aggregations of rough-hewn stones on 
a flat surface. The upper surfaces of 
Lin’s tripartite, target-like composition 
are naturalistically carved at various 
heights to suggest comparative eleva-
tions of points around the globe in-
cluding the North Pole, Iceland, the 
Ural Mountains, the Bering Strait, 
New York City, Ecuador, Indonesia, 
Kenya, and the Democratic Republic 
of Congo. Given several other recent 
conceptual pieces by Lin that address 
the crisis of climate change, rising sea 
levels, and the effect that global warm-
ing is having on the world’s coastlines, 
one assumes that the aim of this beau-
tiful object is to dramatize that immi-
nent threat in readily comprehensible 
form, although such a theme is not 
fully enough specified in Maya Lin: 
Topologies, the handsome but occa-
sionally sketchy new monograph that 
supersedes her earlier compendium 
Boundaries (2000) as the complete re-
cord of her output. However, without a 
clearly expressed account of her aims 
(which may have been provided when 
these works were shown by Pace and in 
museums in the US and Europe), one 
cannot be quite sure. 

What is certain is that the elegant 
surface Lin achieves here—which at-
tains a level of suave semiprimitive 
effect reminiscent of Isamu Noguchi’s 
half-raw, half-polished stone sculp-
tures—can also divert attention away 
from the urgency of her important if in-
choately articulated message. Her de-
sire to bring the grandeur of untamed 
nature into a gallery setting can seem a 
bit too self-defeatingly well-mannered 
compared to equivalently scaled efforts 
of other Earth artists, especially Long 
and Heizer. 

In 1996 Lin married the pioneer-
ing photography dealer Daniel Wolf, 
whose New York gallery, which opened 
in 1977, was among the first in the US 
to specialize in nineteenth-century im-
ages. They have two daughters, and 
divide their time between a Manhat-
tan apartment and a vacation house in 
southwest Colorado built for Wolf in 
1988 by the architect Ettore Sottsass, 
founder of Milan’s breakaway Mem-
phis Group. This brightly colored, 
busily massed caprice is antithetical 
to Lin’s very few residential designs, 
most recently her Box House of 2008 in 
Telluride, Colorado, a wood-clad, flat- 
roofed rectangle of an almost Shaker-
like restraint. In 2013 the couple bought 
the former Yonkers City Jail, just north 
of New York City, and are converting 
that ten- thousand- square- foot facility, 
which abuts the Hudson River water-
front, into art studios and galleries.

Last year Lin completed her larg-
est architectural project thus far, the 
Novartis Institutes for Biomedical Re-
search in Cambridge, Massachusetts, 
commissioned by the multinational 
pharmaceutical giant. Lin designed 
the master plan for this expansion of 
the firm’s enclave adjacent to the MIT 
campus, as well as two of the three 

buildings (the third is by the architect 
Toshiko Mori). As indicated by photos 
of twenty-eight study models repro-
duced in Maya Lin: Topologies, she 
settled on a format that assigned labo-
ratories to a glass-walled medium-rise 
slab set at an angle against a low-rise 
street-front volume with ground-floor 
commercial spaces and offices above. 
The evident aim is to encourage a lively 
engagement with pedestrians often 
missing along this sometimes barren 
stretch of Cambridge’s biotech corridor 
on Massachusetts Avenue.

The obliquely angled façade of the 
scheme’s lower portion, which reflects 
the irregular intersection of the sur-
rounding streets, is clad with pale stone 
blocks worked into porous patterns 
meant to evoke microscopic sections of 
coral or bone. The top story is wrapped 

in a continuous horizontal band of glass 
beneath a projecting flat roof, which 
brings to mind midcentury modernism 
of a superior sort that might have been 
executed in Miami or Rio de Janeiro, 
or by Jacques Herzog and Pierre de 
Meuron, whose Switch House addition 
to their Tate Modern gallery in Lon-
don, which opened in June, has a not-
dissimilar exterior of perforated brick. 

In the new monograph, these and 
Lin’s other projects are illustrated with 
large color photographs. Regrettably, 
the book’s lack of a chronology and 
index are serious flaws. Furthermore, 
the strong physical (not to say psychic) 
responses that this environmental art-
ist’s finest creations summon forth are 
beyond the mimetic capacities of even 
the most ingenious printed format.

Lin came of professional age at the 

conjunction of two immense changes 
in architectural culture: the increas-
ing acceptance of women in a field 
that had long restricted them to sub-
sidiary roles, and a renewed sense that 
what during the modern period had 
come to be seen primarily as a techni-
cal discipline was an art form as well. 
Thanks to her culturally supportive 
upbringing, youthful acclaim, and pre-
ternatural self- confidence in following 
multidisciplinary pursuits without a 
careerist agenda, Lin has freed herself 
from the entrapments of the infernal 
fame machine. If all her experiments 
do not lead to a breakthrough as mo-
mentous as her defining hour in 1981, 
she nonetheless has established herself 
as a model of what architecture can be-
come in the hands of a woman unafraid 
to pursue a different path. 
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New Black Worlds to Know
Julian Lucas

The Underground Railroad
by Colson Whitehead. 
Doubleday, 306 pp., $26.95

When the abolitionist William Wells 
Brown said that “Slavery has never 
been represented; slavery never can 
be represented,” it wasn’t because he 
didn’t mean to try. The writer, ex- slave, 
and orator (1814–1884) would spend 
most of his career testifying to the re-
alities of bondage, in speeches, mem-
oirs, a novel, a play, and eventually, 
as though frustrated with words, in 
magic lantern slides—“William Wells 
Brown’s Original Panoramic Views of 
the Scenes in the Life of an Amer-
ican Slave.” 

Today, slavery remains the 
American unrepresentable. It is 
the perennial confession of the na-
tional conscience, perpetually on 
the verge of being made. Somehow, 
it is always new—every book, film, 
and television show on the subject 
is praised as a reckoning with his-
tory or pilloried as a desecration 
of it, and treated either way as 
the breach of a long silence. And 
yet it has been more than twenty 
years since Toni Morrison’s Be-
loved won the Pulitzer Prize; forty 
since LeVar Burton declared “My 
name is Kunta Kinte” in Roots; 
almost two hundred since Henry 
Wadsworth Longfellow sighed 
over “The hunted Negro” in “the 
dark fens of the Dismal Swamp.” 
Longfellow could have written for 
John Legend’s new series Under-
ground; as the show opens, Kanye 
West’s chaos anthem “Black Skin-
head” sets the tempo for a slave 
hunt: “But there’s nowhere to go now!/
And there’s no way to slow down!”

Has the art of slavery become an 
escape from the American present, a 
means of avoiding ourselves? In Bran-
den Jacobs- Jenkins’s play An Octo-
roon (2014), the author- surrogate, a 
black playwright, decides to stage Dion 
Boucicault’s The Octoroon (1859) 
while in therapy. Reviving a plantation 
melodrama seems to him the best way 
to face the existential dread of our con-
temporary racial psychosis. 

You could easily put the country on 
the same couch. It seems hardly an 
accident that films like Django Un-
chained, 12 Years a Slave, and Free 
State of Jones—stories of exceptional 
Negroes and white saviors triumph-
ing over oppression—have become so 
popular precisely at this moment. As 
though compared to the police killings 
of unarmed black people, the rise of 
the carceral state, and the return of ex-
plicit white supremacy to national poli-
tics, slave stories don’t look so bad—at 
least they have a happy ending that 
everybody knows. And so they have 
become part of that vast placebo poli-
tics that is our antebellum nostalgia: 
slave ship splinters at the new Smith-
sonian; the revenge of Quentin Taran-
tino’s Django; Harriet Tubman on the 
twenty- dollar bill.

Cora, the skeptical heroine of Col-
son Whitehead’s new novel, is well 
acquainted with the pitfalls of “remem-
brance.” A runaway from slavery, she is 

equally a fugitive from the distraction 
of its commemoration—something she 
discovers when, newly escaped from 
Georgia, she promptly finds herself ex-
hibited in a diorama of slave life. Com-
plete with a quaint cabin and a model 
slave ship (captained by a smiling wax 
skipper), the show is history as visitors 
want to imagine it—comfortable, con-
tained, and leaving them out. 

It is in other words the kind of history 
one might expect from a book called 
The Underground Railroad, a title 
suggestive of the feel- good pictogram 
past of children’s books. (And even, 
bizarrely, the decals of U-Haul trucks. 

Since 2009, many have been adorned 
with the likeness of Harriet Tubman.) 
Whitehead’s novel is anything but this 
kind of story. His alternate America is 
a world of skyscrapers and slave coffles, 
recognizably nineteenth- century but 
taking place as though on a differ-
ent fork of time. The Civil War seems 
never to have occurred, and the slavery 
question has resolved itself otherwise. 
While the Deep South still has it, the 
Carolinas have abolished it, replacing 
it with new depredations of black life. 
North Carolina has a government of 
brutal white supremacists, who have 
abolished not only slavery but also 
the former slaves. On the roads in and 
out of the state, corpses hang in a line 
from the trees of a gruesome “Freedom 
Trail.”

South Carolina is controlled by a 
more subtle cabal, who are promoting 
a program of “uplift” for the emanci-
pated. The government has opened 
up a hospital and dormitories for the 
newly free, along with the “Museum 
of Natural Wonders” where Cora is ex-
hibited. There, in the rearview mirror 
of “progress,” she appears as the living 
miniature of a past put to rest. 

Until she starts looking back: 

She got good at her evil eye. Look-
ing up from the slave wheel or the 
hut’s glass fire to pin a person in 
place like one of the beetles or 
mites in the insect exhibits. They 
always broke, the people, not ex-
pecting this weird attack, stagger-
ing back or looking at the floor or 

forcing their companions to pull 
them away. It was a fine lesson, 
Cora thought, to learn that the 
slave, the African in your midst, is 
looking at you, too.

The South Carolina that Cora looks 
out at—and that gazes so smugly at 
the pat myth of its past—is busy ush-
ering its black population into a sinis-
ter future. Cora and her companion 
Caesar soon discover that the state has 
embarked on finding a solution to its 
“negro problem,” a long- term project 
of control and extermination to which 
abolition was only an opening act. The 

new hospital is conducting medical ex-
periments on unwitting black patients 
and sterilizing black women; in a local 
saloon, a doctor brags about breeding 
the freedmen for desired traits.

These eugenic horrors, far beyond 
the slavery- era timeline, are excerpts 
from a country much closer to our 
present. They are cross- cut from the 
Tuskegee syphilis experiments and the 
hospitals where as late as 1974, tens of 
thousands of black women were ster-
ilized against their will. The anach-
ronism is startling, out of place in a 
genre that traditionally centers on the 
runaway’s inspiring journey. Which is 
precisely Whitehead’s point.

The Underground Railroad isn’t the 
modern slave narrative it first appears 
to be. It is something grander and more 
piercing, a dazzling antebellum anti- 
myth in which the fugitive’s search 
for freedom—now so marketable and 
familiar—becomes a kind of Trojan 
horse. Crouched within it are the never- 
ending nightmares of slavery’s after-
math: the bloody disappointments, 
usually sidelined by film and fiction, 
that took place between the Civil War 
and civil rights. In Whitehead’s hands 
the runaway’s all- American story—
grit, struggle, reward—becomes in-
stead a grim Voltairean odyssey, a 
subterranean journey through the un-
charted epochs of unfreedom.

Like his South Carolina, White-
head’s grisly North Carolina is set in 
the time of slavery. But it also recalls 
the state’s 1898 Wilmington insurrec-
tion, when the city’s interracial govern-

ment was deposed by a mob of armed, 
self- avowed white supremacists—“Red 
Shirts” much like the night riders of the 
novel. Over the course of a day, dozens 
of black residents were shot or lynched. 
Part of the so- called redemption of the 
South, the uprising laid the ground-
work for more than half a century of 
Jim Crow segregation. As W. E. B. Du 
Bois put it in Black Reconstruction: 
“The slave went free; stood a brief mo-
ment in the sun; then moved back to-
ward slavery.”

The art of Whitehead’s alternate 
timeline is in the way he removes this 
“brief moment in the sun”—in history, 

the event of emancipation; in fic-
tion, the catharsis of “freedom.” 
(Or in the darker variant of fu-
gitive stories, martyrdom.) His 
runaway characters pass directly 
from slavery into what succeeded 
it, each era sewn seamlessly into 
the same fictional world. Cora’s 
journey through that world, and 
her search for freedom within 
it, begins to take on the unreal 
dimensions of allegory—no lon-
ger a heroic escape, but instead 
a winding pilgrimage; the run-
away’s progress become Sisyph-
ean critique. 

Colson Whitehead isn’t the first 
person you’d expect to write The 
Underground Railroad. His last 
book, The Noble Hustle (2014), 
was a gambling memoir begin-
ning with the sentence: “I have 
a good poker face because I am 
half dead inside.” Before that he 
published Zone One (2011), a 

post- apocalyptic zombie novel set in 
Manhattan, and Sag Harbor (2009), a 
bildungsroman about the summer mis-
adventures of black teenagers in the 
Hamptons. 

Gambling, body- snatching horror, 
and the idiosyncrasies of vacation com-
munities aren’t the likeliest lead- up 
to a slave narrative. Then again, there 
are no body snatchers quite like slave 
catchers; no vacation quite like leav-
ing the plantation; no gambles higher- 
stakes than the ones runaways made 
with their lives. Nevertheless, closer 
to Whitehead’s Underground Rail-
road are his earlier, more historically 
 minded novels, which use the ersatz 
pasts of legend and commemoration 
to access the deeper histories beneath 
them. 

John Henry Days (2001) unearths 
the multigenerational epic of John 
Henry, the legendary steel driver and 
blues- ballad hero, from the festivities 
around a postage stamp released in his 
honor. Apex Hides the Hurt (2006) has 
a similar structure—a “nomenclature 
consultant” hired to rename and re-
brand the largely white town of Win-
throp uncovers the story of the black 
freedmen who settled it. 

But The Underground Railroad’s 
truest forerunner is The Intuitionist 
(1999), Whitehead’s magical debut. 
Lila Mae Watson, the main character, 
is the first black woman in an arcane 
guild of elevator inspectors. She works 
in an unnamed city in the early twen-
tieth century, where she is assigned to 
supervise the elevators at a federal of-

Jacob Lawrence: from the series The Migration of the Negro, 1940–1941
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fice building named after a runaway 
slave. The assignment is a superficial 
demonstration of racial progress—up 
from slavery and all the way to the hun-
dredth floor. 

Racial uplift doesn’t last; when an el-
evator goes into free fall, Lila is scape-
goated by the inspectors and suspended 
from the guild. Her investigation of 
the accident leads her to the writings 
of James Fulton, a black inventor and 
elevator visionary. His prophesies of a 
great “second elevation” track the story 
of the Great Migration, when millions 
of black southerners found new lives in 
unfamiliar (and often hostile) northern 
cities. Whitehead makes elevators the 
mirror of this vast human aspiration—
and, by indirection, a way to criticize 
the way we remember it.

From bus boycotts to freedom rides, 
the Amistad to Marcus Garvey’s “Black 
Star Line,” vehicles have always been at-
tractive synecdoches for the black free-
dom struggle. And the Underground 
Railroad is the oldest of them all, 
thought up in 1839 when a Washington 
newspaper speculated that a fugitive had 
taken a railcar “underground all the way 
to Boston.” The metaphor took off. It 
made deeper inroads after the Civil War, 
in an era often called the “nadir” of 
race relations, when the United States 
largely abandoned black southerners to 
poverty, disenfranchisement, and lynch 
law. Not for the last time in American 
history, progressive whites sought an 
escape from this racial present in the 
stylized struggles of bygone days. 

And the Underground Railroad 
provided it. With more than a touch 
of what is now called white savior syn-
drome—not to mention sheer exagger-
ation—historians like Wilbur Siebert 
and Homer Uri Johnson enshrined the 
Underground Railroad and its heroic 
conductors as the great apparatus of 
abolition: 

It was most efficiently officered, 
and had its side tracks, connections 
and switches . . . its station agents 
and conductors, men undaunted in 
danger and unswerving in their ad-
herence to principle; its system of 
cypher dispatches, tokens and no-
menclature which no attache ever 
revealed.

Whitehead’s novel takes this grandi-
ose metaphor and makes it real, guid-
ing its runaway characters through a 
subterranean underground connecting 
Georgia, the Carolinas, Tennessee, and 
Indiana. But his railroad is little like 
the emancipation superhighway imag-
ined by abolitionists—a metaphor in 
which the railroad’s techno- optimism 
underwrites the inevitability of free-
dom. It is, instead, an incomplete war-
ren of provisional refuge—a maze filled 
with precarious junctions and alarming 
dead ends. One station is entombed be-
neath a collapsed mica mine; another 
slumbers under the ashes of an aboli-
tionist’s burned parlor. Trains don’t go 
straight north but instead carry their 
passengers to the next ad hoc refuge, 
each station rough- hewn from the na-
tion’s recalcitrant rock.

Whitehead’s fantastic conceit is a 
leaf taken from a tradition of specula-
tive slave narratives. The way Cora’s 
journey superimposes eras—each state 
standing in for a stage in American 
white supremacy—recalls the time 
travel of Octavia Butler’s classic Kin-
dred (1979), the story of a black woman 

who (accompanied by her white hus-
band) is transported back in time to a 
plantation. Even nearer to Whitehead’s 
derailment of antebellum history is Ish-
mael Reed’s Flight to Canada (1976). A 
satirical “neo–slave narrative” (Reed’s 
term), the novel wittily conjoins the 
past of slavery to the present of Amer-
ica’s bicentennial. The two times are 
bound by humorous, incisive anachro-
nisms—none more unforgettable than 
the runaway protagonist’s escape. Skip-
ping the usual swamps and frozen riv-
ers, Raven Quickskill takes a jet plane 
to Canada: “Traveling in style/Beats 
craning your neck after/The North Star 
and hiding in/Bushes anytime, Massa.”

There is more than a little of Quick-
skill’s jet (and of Reed) in Whitehead’s 
Underground Railroad. But if Reed 
wrote his “neo–slave narrative” to 
make slavery immediate—to resurrect 

it in a culture in which it was still largely 
distorted or ignored—Whitehead has 
written his in a contemporary setting 
almost exactly opposite. Slavery is om-
nipresent, an almost anodyne subject, 
grafted onto America’s self- regarding 
romance with progress and the indi-
vidual’s rugged freedom.

It was D. H. Lawrence who called the 
United States “a vast republic of es-
caped slaves.” He referred not to the 
enslaved and their descendants but to 
white Americans—runaways, in his 
eyes, because their concept of liberty 
had always meant escape. “They didn’t 
come for freedom,” he writes of the Pil-
grims, the Western pioneers, the first 
Virginia planters, not “positive free-
dom, that is. They came largely to get 
away.” 

This romance with negative free-
dom, with freedom from, shows in the 
way Americans have for hundreds of 
years consumed and identified with the 
stories of fugitive slaves—people who 
never seem to be going anywhere, but 
only ever “getting away.” It is “getting 
away” when Whitman in The Song of 
Myself writes, “I am the hounded slave, 
I wince at the bite of the dogs”; when at 
the end of the film, Tarantino’s Django 
abandons his caged comrades and 
rides off into the sunset. But the atom-
ized freedom that so many depictions 
envision is not the same as the positive 
freedom many enslaved people actu-
ally sought. The difficult search for this 
other freedom, the freedom to build and 
belong in an unmolested community, is 
less easily assimilable to “universal” 
narratives of individual striving—sto-
ries often said to “transcend race.”

The drama of the black fugitive hero, 
pursued by wicked slaveholders, is one 
that goes down easy; much less the 
survival struggles of black communi-
ties amid white ones that wanted them 
destroyed. We see plenty of characters 
like Simon Legree and Calvin Candie; 
not so the mobs that burned down the 
homes of abolitionists; that destroyed 
the “Black Wall Street” of Tulsa, Okla-
homa, in 1921; that in the July 1863 
Draft Riots, the largest urban insurrec-
tion in American history, burned black 
orphanages in New York. Which is why 
Colson Whitehead’s quietly radical ges-
ture in The Underground Railroad is 
his replacement of the fugitive individ-
ual—wrestling with herself and nature 
in search of an abstract freedom—with 
the fugitive community, fighting for an 
inch of free soil in enemy terrain.

Home is the one great question of 

the novel’s runaways—it is what the 
country they live in doesn’t want them 
to have. They try for it anyway, grim- 
faced pioneers in a world of white ban-
dits. When they do find shelter, it is in 
fragile families of circumstance, pan- 
flash communities quickly snuffed out. 
On the Georgia plantation where Cora 
is born, shelter is the small garden she 
tends, the quarters where she lives with 
other “misfit” women, or the once or 
twice a year when Old Jockey, the el-
dest slave on the plantation, declares 
his birthday. As Cora escapes from 
slavery she finds larger communities 
among the freedmen of South Caro-
lina, the agents of the Underground 
Railroad, and ultimately the founders 
of Valentine farm: a “black nation ris-
ing” in the fields of Indiana. The circles 
of sanctuary grow larger. So too does 
the violence of their destruction, and 
the velocity—mirrored in the novel’s 
style—of their unsettlement. 

Whitehead’s prose is quick as a run-
away’s footsteps, light as her shoulder- 
mounted bindle bag. You can feel it 
from The Underground Railroad’s 
first chapter, the story of Cora’s grand-
mother Ajarry. Kidnapped by Da-
homean raiders and shipped across 
the sea, Ajarry’s life passes in a whir 
of narration only six pages in length. 
Catastrophes go by like a mute film 
on fast- forward—raped in the hold, 
father’s head stove in, exchanged for 
rum and gunpowder by slavers. Four 
buried children, three marriages ended 
by death or at auction, dozens of sales 
across the country. “And so on.” An 
inventory of misfortunes, suggestive of 
a race between Ajarry’s mind and the 

ever- mutating intelligence of slavery: 
“Since the night she was kidnapped she 
had been appraised and reappraised, 
each day waking upon the pan of a 
new scale.” Ajarry’s words are a good 
summation of the constant motion that 
suffuses The Underground Railroad—
a story of those slaves and freedmen 
whose country allowed them no place 
of permanent rest.

And of their pursuers. Tracking Cora 
and her companions from refuge to ref-
uge is the slave hunter Ridgeway, less 
a character than the grim embodiment 
of what he calls “the American impera-
tive.” Riding around the country with 
his scribe, a quisling ex- slave called 
Homer, he has all the restless mobility 
of the fugitives he pursues—as though 
destructive wandering were the com-
mon destiny of Americans, imposed on 
whites, blacks, and Indians by the logic 
of empire. 

Ridgeway’s predations give the novel 
an unusual, wrenching structure. Each 
chapter seems like the beginning of a 
long social novel—the sketch of a com-
munity, filled with loves and envies and 
irreconcilable, dueling dreams. And 
then it is destroyed, all the latent rival-
ries, romances, and subtle social en-
tanglements melting in the hot sun of 
white supremacy. Like Middlemarch,  
if in every other chapter a character 
were lynched and the story begun over 
again. Whitehead replaces the pathos 
of pain with that of destroyed poten-
tial, richly sketched the better to make 
felt its loss. As though to remind us 
that the tragedy of slavery was not what 
happened but what never happened be-
cause of it.

There is no great happening in The 
Underground Railroad, no jubilant 
event of freedom. What happens, 
mostly, is that Cora never finds her 
mother, a woman named Mabel who 
ran away. The reader is privileged to 
know her destiny, but Cora isn’t. All 
she has to remember her by is a tiny 
vegetable garden, set behind her cabin 
on the Randall plantation. Cora cul-
tivates this garden, fiercely defending 
it from her master’s violent favorites, 
knowing all the while that it will even-
tually be snatched from her hands. 

Like every sanctuary in the novel, it is. 
And the repetition of this loss leads to a 
sobering epiphany, when Cora, learning 
how to read in South Carolina, stumbles 
over a word: “Cora didn’t know what op-
timistic meant.” It is a moment of slip-
page between character and genre—in 
slave narratives, reading is the mani-
fest, almost theological sign of prom-
ised freedom. But it is in reading that 
Cora, wise in her illiteracy, discovers 
that the future is not promised to any-
one, least of all to those whose country 
never planned for them to have one. 

Voltaire’s Cora, “The Optimist” 
called Candide, wraps up his bleak 
romp through the world with a hard- 
edged, ambivalent commandment. 
“We must cultivate our garden,” he 
says to the philosopher Pangloss, who 
believes that ours is “the best of all 
possible worlds.” Together, the two 
have been through a world of misfor-
tune, and when Candide speaks of a 
garden, it is not a paradise regained 
that he means. To him as to White-
head’s Cora, to cultivate our garden 
means to struggle without hope—to 
clear the underbrush in a world where 
no God, no sacred history, no moral 
arc of the universe has ordained  
that we are or ever shall be free. 

Colson Whitehead, Bryant Park, New York City, 2007
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1.
Among the major turning points of the 
Syrian conflict, few have been laden 
with as much symbolism—or geopo-
litical posturing—as the recapture of 
the ancient city of Palmyra on March 
27, 2016. After a weeks-l ong campaign 
by Russian bombers and Syrian regime 
soldiers, the withdrawal of ISIS forces 
from this extraordinary desert oasis 
was celebrated as bringing an end to an 
infamous reign of barbarism. 

Connecting Rome and the civiliza-
tions of the Mediterranean with Meso-
potamia and the empires of the East, 
Palmyra had been one of the great 
trading centers of antiquity; for centu-
ries, its incomparable ruins had stood 
as monuments to Arab glory and Le-
vantine cosmopolitanism. Over the 
previous ten months, however, the ji-
hadists had reduced to rubble its most 
important shrine, a soaring, exquisitely 
decorated first- century-CE t emple 
dedicated to the Mesopotamian god 
Bel, who was central to Palmyra’s reli-
gious cult. 

ISIS also blew up a second temple, 
dedicated to the other supreme Pal-
myrene deity, Baalshamin; it toppled 
the triumphal arch on the colonnaded 
main street, which may have commem-
orated a Roman victory over the Par-
thians in the late second century CE; 
demolished several of the city’s distinc-
tive tower tombs; and sacked the ar-
chaeological museum at the site. Most 
chillingly, it executed the eighty- one- 
year- old Syrian archaeologist, Khaled 
al- Asaad, who had for decades been in 
charge of the site. 

At the end of his moving new book, 
Palmyre: L’irremplaçable trésor, which 
is dedicated to al- Asaad, the French ar-
chaeologist Paul Veyne describes one 
of the extraordinary artworks on the 
Temple of Bel that was lost:

Last July. . . one could still have 
seen, in bas- relief, a procession of 
people coming to venerate the god 
Bel. At the front approached the 
men, but behind them, huddled 
together, as if immobilized by 
the artist, were a group of women 
veiled from head to foot in an 
arabesque of billowing fabric, a 
beguiling and astonishing clus-

ter of wavy silhouettes blending 
into each other. . . .  It’s an abstract 
composition . . . [in which] the artist 
has suddenly broken with the logic 
of his subject and with realism. 
This image has no equivalent that 
I know of in ancient art. . . .  What 
seems likely is that the sculptor, 
faced with all the possible styles 
inspired by the West and the East, 

has decided to amuse himself by 
inventing his own. 

The frieze was destroyed, along with 
nearly all of the temple itself, in August 
2015. 

But after its victory this March, the
Assad regime could assert that civiliza-
tion had won. Even before ISIS had been 
chased out, Maamoun Abdulkarim, 
Syria’s director- general of antiquities 
and museums in Damascus, was vowing 
that the temples would be “rebuilt” and 
that the ancient city would “rise again.” 
Almost immediately, world leaders and 
international officials clamored to take 
part. On the day of the recapture, Rus-
sian President Vladimir Putin was on 
the phone to Irina Bokova, director- 
general of UNESCO, the UN’s cultural 
agency, offering to help in the “preser-
vation and reconstruction of the cul-
tural heritage of Syria.” Over the next 
few days, Germany’s Prussian Cultural 
Heritage Foundation offered “every 
form of help” to the reconstruction ef-
fort, while a team of Polish archaeolo-
gists was flown in and given a few hours 
to “assess” the site; and a US State 
Department– funded monitoring proj-
ect released a report on the damage 
sustained. 

A few weeks later, in London’s Tra-
falgar Square, a group of experts from 
Oxford’s Institute of Digital Archaeol-
ogy erected a replica of the destroyed 
triumphal arch—designed with the 
aid of a 3D computer model. And then 

on May 5, at Palmyra itself, in an act 
of cultural propaganda that seemed 
explicitly aimed at contrasting the ji-
hadists’ brutality with the victors’ en-
lightenment, the Russian conductor 
Valery Gergiev led St. Petersburg’s 
Mariinsky Orchestra in an open- air 
concert at Palmyra’s still- standing 
Roman amphitheater. To witness 
the performance, which included the 

Chaconne from Bach’s second unac-
companied violin partita and Proko-
fiev’s First Symphony, the Kremlin 
flew in one hundred Moscow- based 
international reporters—including for  
The New York Times, The Washing-
ton Post, CNN, the BBC, and many 
other Western news organizations. 
(The journalists, under heavy mili-
tary protection, were whisked in and 
out of the site as hostilities contin-
ued nearby; Gergiev said the musi-
cians “heard explosions” as they were  
rehearsing.)

Conspicuously absent from these 
events were the residents of Palmyra 
themselves. In 2011, the modern city of 
Tadmor (also the original name of the 
ancient city), which is adjacent to the 
archaeological site, had a population 
of some 50,000 residents; in the first 
years of the war it swelled to as many 
as 60,000 or 70,000, as refugees from 
other areas sought protection there. 
As the Syrian government militarized 
the city and then abandoned it to ISIS, 
however, all but a few thousand of the 
population fled, seeking escape from 
fast- deteriorating living conditions and 
ISIS’s rule of terror. Now, with much of 
the city reduced to rubble, and provi-
sion of security, food, and water still 
far from certain, few have been able 
to return. “The city is empty. Most of 
the houses of modern Palmyrenes have 
been destroyed,” Cheikmous Ali, a 
Syrian archaeologist who lives in exile 
in France, told me in June. 

For all the pageantry, the retaking 
of Palmyra has served as a powerful 

reminder of how detached from real-
ity the international campaign to save 
Syria’s endangered cultural heritage 
has been. Chastened by the damage 
wrought in recent wars in Bosnia, Af-
ghanistan, Iraq, and Mali, Western 
leaders, cultural officials, UNESCO, 
and even the UN Security Council 
have for several years now devoted un-
precedented attention to the threats 
to sites in Syria by ISIS and other ex-
tremist groups. Millions of dollars 
have been spent to document, with the 
best satellite technology available and 
other resources, the current condition 
of archaeological monuments in the 
areas of conflict; legal scholars have 
clamored for war crimes prosecutions 
against those who intentionally dam-
age historic sites and monuments; 
while top officials, including Secretary 
of State John Kerry and French Presi-
dent François Hollande, have long 
warned of the cost of Western inac-
tion. Above all, a continuous series of 
initiatives have been aimed at crack-
ing down on the international trade 
in looted Syrian antiquities, often de-
scribed as a major revenue source for 
ISIS. 

But there has been depressingly little
to show for these efforts. ISIS docu-
ments recovered by US Special Forces 
in May 2015 suggested that the group 
has an organized system for imposing 
taxes on the trade in looted antiquities, 
and the plunder of sites continues to be 
a very serious concern. However, so far, 
few Syrian objects of significant value 
have been identified in the West, and 
the overall looting situation, in which 
many different groups, including the 
regime, appear to be involved, remains 
murky. (The US government recently 
estimated that ISIS has earned “sev-
eral million dollars from antiquities 
sales”—making it a modest part of its 
overall income—rather than the tens 
or hundreds of millions that have often 
been mentioned in the press.) 

Meanwhile, the US and its allies 
have seemed helpless to make a differ-
ence where it matters most: before the 
damage or destruction occurs. As long 
ago as December 2014, well before ISIS 
captured Palmyra, the United Nations 
released a report showing that nearly 
three hundred historic sites in Syria 
had been damaged since the begin-
ning of the war, most of them by groups 
other than ISIS. Of these, twenty- four 
had been “totally destroyed” by dif-
ferent militias or by the Assad regime 
itself, including twenty- two in Aleppo 
alone. As of this year, all of the six sites 
in Syria that were supposedly protected 
by UNESCO World Heritage status 
have been damaged, including, along 
with Palmyra, the Krak des Chevaliers, 
Syria’s most important crusader castle, 
the remains of the Hellenistic city of 
Dura- Europos, on the Euphrates, and 
the Roman city of Bosra. A number 
of the destroyed monuments, like the 
Temple of Bel frieze at Palmyra or the 
majestic, eleventh- century minaret in 
Aleppo, toppled amid fierce fighting in 

Syrian Army soldiers at the ruins of the Temple of Bel after retaking the destroyed 
ancient city of Palmyra from Islamic State militants, April 2016 
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early 2013, were unique works with no 
known parallels. 

For many Syrians, the international 
response has been baffling. While 
speaking constantly of ISIS, whose de-
structive acts they can do little about, 
Western leaders and cultural officials 
have made little note of the grave dam-
age that is occurring in many other 
parts of Syria—often in areas where 
preventive steps can be taken. And 
for all the extraordinary expressions 
of concern for the fate of the country’s 
museums, monuments, and artwork, 
hardly anything has been said about 
the relation of these sites to the local 
communities themselves, which are 
often deeply attached to them. (One 
of the few Western scholars who has 
is the historian Glen Bowersock, who 
observed last year in the NYR Daily 
that there is a “tradition of Palmyrene 
achievements that really means some-
thing to the Arab world.”*)

Even as UNESCO has begun speak-
ing of the destruction of cultural sites 
and shrines as a “crime against human-
ity,” the human beings who live closest 
to them—particularly in opposition 
areas held by neither ISIS nor the Syr-
ian government, where much of the 
conflict has played out—have largely 
been ignored. (Because it is required 
to work with the recognized sovereign 
government in Damascus, UNESCO is 
nearly powerless in the areas that most 
need its assistance.) This is a double 
tragedy, for not only have residents of 
the communities in question long been 
shown to be the first and most impor-
tant line of defense in protecting sites 
and museums in times of conflict. In 
the case of Syria, many of these local 
preservationists have also been, and 
continue to be, in serious danger them-
selves—both from extremist groups 
and from the regime. 

2. 
In the account of Palmyra that has been 
told by the Syrian government and re-
peated in the international press, the 
devastation of the site began with the 
arrival of the jihadists in May 2015. Be-
fore the takeover, Syrian officials had 
managed to remove a large number of 
free- standing sculptures and antiqui-
ties, and Tadmor, despite the collapse 
of its tourist economy, was considered a 
safe haven. Then ISIS came and began 
blowing up monuments and staging 
mass executions in the site’s Roman 
amphitheater.

According to Syrians themselves, 
however, the story is more compli-
cated. On May 20–21, 2015, when ISIS 
militants took over Tadmor—a pre-
dominantly Sunni town on a highly 
strategic road to the capital—they did 
not, as many world leaders and West-
ern archaeologists expected, immedi-
ately attack the ancient site. Instead, 
their first major act—along with sum-
mary executions of soldiers and alleged 
collaborators—was to “liberate” and 
then destroy Tadmor Military Prison, 
an infamous detention facility used 
for decades by the Assad regime to 
torture and sometimes kill thousands 

of political prisoners and Islamists. 
(In 1980, Syrian forces conducted 
a notorious mass execution of hun-
dreds of suspected Muslim Brothers 
at the prison.) Though this was hardly 
mentioned in the international press, 
it was widely reported in Arab social 
media, and carried powerful mean-
ing for some Syrian dissidents and  
intellectuals.

In fact, during the initial months of 
the uprising against Assad in 2011, the 
Syrian government had reopened the 
“prison of the desert” to punish several 
hundred military defectors and sup-
porters of the opposition. And in early 
2012, as the war became more violent, 
Syrian forces turned the ancient site 
and the town, which had considerable 
sympathy for the opposition, into a gar-

rison. (One local rebel group called it-
self the “Grandchildren of Zenobia,” in 
honor of the third- century Palmyrene 
Queen Zenobia, who resisted both 
Roman and Persian imperial rule.) It 
was during this time that the ancient 
city was initially damaged—by the Syr-
ian army itself. 

In a report published by the As-
sociation for the Protection of Syrian 
Archaeology, a watchdog group largely 
run by Syrian archaeologists, together 
with the American Schools of Oriental 
Research, Cheikmous Ali, the Syrian 
archaeologist who is now in France, 
reviewed what the Syrian army had 
done during its three- year occupation 
of the site. Drawing on local eyewit-
nesses and photographic evidence, 
the report describes the installation 
of tanks and rocket launchers near the 
medieval citadel and in the northern 
necropolis area; the building of roads 
through the archaeological park for 
tanks and military vehicles; the re-
moval of ancient stone blocks and fu-
nerary towers “to protect tanks, rocket 
launchers, and other armored vehicles 
positioned in the archaeological area”; 
the “complete or partial” removal 
of the foundations of some tombs; 
looting and shell damage to several 
temples, including the Temple of Bel; 
and looting in the valley of the tombs. 
And while the regime claimed that 
hundreds of objects from the Palmyra 
museum were removed to safety—
it remains unclear how many—the 
local inhabitants who worked at the 
site and the museum were left to fend  
for themselves. 

Of all the terrible attacks on cultural 
heritage by ISIS, none has shaken the 
world more than the beheading, on 
August 18, 2015, of Khaled al- Asaad, 
the archaeologist who had been the di-
rector of Palmyra for forty years, from 
1963 to 2003. Yet the fate of nearly a 
dozen other Syrians who worked at the 
site and its museum, and who also were 
under threat for their lives, has been al-
most entirely overlooked. Among them 
was a woman who managed the data-
base of the Palmyra museum, as well 
as a man who worked at the entrance 
of the archaeological park and another 
who had been a docent at one of the 
temples destroyed by ISIS. Salam Al 
Kuntar, an archaeologist and former 
employee of Syria’s state antiquities 
administration now at the University 

of Pennsylvania, told me the harrowing 
story of their escapes. 

The docent, who was on a wanted list 
for his close connections to Khaled al- 
Asaad, was the first to flee, managing 
to reach Turkey shortly after the ISIS 
takeover. Then, during the summer of 
2015, as ISIS consolidated its control, 
the other staff went into hiding in the 
town and neighboring villages. One by 
one, they began to leave, often going 
first to Deir Ezzor—a much larger 
town at the time even further into ISIS 
territory—to avoid attracting atten-
tion. From there, they eventually made 
their way north to the Turkish border. 
Now five of them are stuck in Gazian-
tep, Turkey, unable to work. They 
were supported by a modest monthly 
stipend raised by Brian Daniels, a col-
league of Al Kuntar’s who is director of 
research at the Penn Cultural Heritage  
Center.

The exiled Palmyra staff brought 
with them not only direct knowledge 
of the site, but also considerable docu-
mentation concerning the Palmyra 
Museum, Al Kuntar told me, including 
its fate during the initial weeks of ISIS 
control. Because they feared retribu-
tion by the Syrian government—which 
has arrested a number of Tadmor 
residents for collaboration with ISIS—
they have been unable to return to 
Tadmor; nor have they until now been 
included in international meetings 
about Syria’s heritage. According to 
Al Kuntar and Daniels, it was impossi-
ble to find US universities or museums 
willing to sponsor US work visas for 
them. “They are stuck in Gaziantep, 

like any other refugees,” Al Kuntar  
told me.

3.
In the eighteen months since ISIS cir-
culated a horrific video showing mili-
tants smashing statues at the Mosul 
Museum, and then, four months later, 
took over Palmyra itself, a powerful 
view of cultural heritage destruction 
in Syria and Iraq has taken shape: that 
it is a deliberate strategy, perfected 
by ISIS, aimed above all at assaulting 
Western values and terrorizing local 
populations. According to the April 
report “#CultureUnderThreat: Rec-
ommendations for the U.S. Govern-
ment,” sponsored by the Middle East 
Institute, the Asia Society, and the An-
tiquities Coalition: 

Daesh [ISIS], the Al- Nusra Front, 
and Al- Qaeda have now institu-
tionalized cultural crimes as an 
instrument of war, using them to 
erase the collective memory, cul-
ture, and accomplishments of a 
people and replace it with their 
own ideology. 

As the report continues, “The fight to 
protect the peoples of the [Middle East 
and North Africa] region and their her-
itage cannot be separated.” 

And yet the report mainly confines 
itself to addressing damage that has al-
ready taken place: it calls for a further 
crackdown on the antiquities trade in 
Western markets, and improved legal 
remedies for what it calls “cultural 
crimes.” In doing so, it follows closely 
the general international response so 
far. Thus, in February 2015, the UN 
Security Council unanimously passed 
a resolution banning all trade in Syrian 
antiquities, while the US Senate passed 
a similar bill in April 2016. At the same 
time, legal scholars and some cultural 
property specialists, citing the unprec-
edented documentation we now have of 
such acts of destruction, have pushed 
for expanded powers to prosecute them 
as war crimes when the Syrian conflict 
is over. 

But as Robert Bevan, the architec-
ture critic for the London Evening 
Standard, observes in a revised edition 
of his groundbreaking study of cultural 
heritage in zones of conflict, The De-
struction of Memory: Architecture at 
War, current laws are ill- equipped to 
do that. (A documentary film based on 
Bevan’s book was released this sum-
mer.) In late August, the International 
Criminal Court in The Hague obtained 
a landmark guilty plea from a Malian 
jihadist for the destruction of shrines 
of Muslim saints in Timbuktu in 2012 
and 2013. Yet neither Syria nor Iraq is 
party to the ICC, putting the prospect 
of similar prosecutions for acts in those 
countries in doubt.

Meanwhile, the few preventive mea-
sures that have been widely discussed 
have proven impracticable. In No-
vember 2015, French President Fran-
çois Hollande announced that France 
was ready to provide a “refuge” for 
threatened Syrian antiquities, seem-
ingly unaware of the apparent impli-
cation that his country might be more 
interested in protecting antiquities 
from Syria than actual Syrians, who 
were finding it increasingly difficult 
to gain asylum in France and Eu-
rope generally. The April task force  
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report, “#CultureUnderThreat,” in one 
of its few recommendations aimed at 
preventing damage, calls for “military 
air strikes . . . against targets threaten-
ing known heritage sites,” a controver-
sial option that the US and its allies are 
extremely reluctant to pursue.

What these responses have almost 
entirely missed are the Syrian and Iraqi 
populations who are closest to the de-
struction, and who are often best posi-
tioned to prevent, or at least limit, the 
damage before it happens. In almost 
every major modern conflict in which 
efforts to save art and historical monu-
ments have had substantial success, 
they have depended on the actions of 
local curators, art historians, and activ-
ists rather than international laws or 
foreign interventions. 

During the civil war in Beirut (1975–
1990), when the National Museum of 
Beirut was on the front lines of the 
conflict, it was the museum’s own cura-
tor, Emir Maurice Chehab, who saved 
much of the collection, including Phoe-
nician sarcophagi and monumental 
statuary, by encasing them in concrete 
in the basement. In Afghanistan, the 
Bamiyan Buddhas were lost, despite 
huge international outcry; but the Na-
tional Museum’s Bactrian Hoard—
more than 20,000 extraordinary gold, 
silver, and ivory objects from a Bronze 
Age burial site—was quietly saved, 
thanks to the courage and ingenuity of 
a group of Afghan curators who kept 
them hidden for years in a vault under 
the Central Bank in Kabul. And in 
Timbuktu, when jihadists overran the 
city in 2012, intent on wiping out the 
city’s extraordinary medieval Islamic 
heritage, it was local librarians who 

spirited away to safety thousands of 
rare manuscripts—by truck and canoe. 

Though little noted, local preserva-
tionists have already proven crucial 
in the Syrian conflict itself. One of 
the most striking cases is the Ma’arra 
Mosaic Museum in a region of Idlib 
Province in northwestern Syria that 
has been bitterly fought between vari-
ous rebel groups and the regime. The 
museum, which occupies a historic Ot-
toman Caravansarai, was hit twice by 
the regime in a barrel- bomb attack in 
June 2015 and in a second air strike in 
May of this year. But its collection of 
large- scale Roman and Byzantine mo-
saics—including an extraordinary se-
ries depicting the life of Hercules—has 
largely survived because of the efforts 
of a group of local activists, who had 
encased the works in protective glue 
and sheeting, covered by sandbags, a 
few months before the first attack, and 
resandbagged before the second one. 
A similar project is now being pursued 
a bit further south, at the mosaic mu-
seum attached to the important Helle-
nistic site of Apamea.

In both cases, the activists are part 
of a heritage initiative run by the Day 
After, a Syrian NGO that aims to sup-
port a democratic transition in Syria; 
they have received training and modest 
support from Western sources but are 
entirely Syrian- run. According to Amr 
al- Azam, a US- based Syrian archae-
ologist who has helped coordinate the 
efforts, the initial Ma’arra project cost 
$15,000 and the subsequent interven-
tion another $2,800—tiny investments 
compared to what has been spent by 
foreign governments on satellite im-
agery to monitor archaeological sites. 

Yet it took a year to secure the $6,500 
funding needed to protect the Apamea 
Museum. “It’s a very, very important 
collection,” al- Azam said. “Getting 
in there before any damage is done is 
crucial.” 

Sometimes activists have success-
fully confronted extremist groups 
themselves. When the jihadist group 
Jabhat al- Nusra took over the town of 
Idlib in northwestern Syria in March 
2015, a local archaeologist and activ-
ist named Ayman Nabu confronted the 
city’s Nusra- appointed mayor and told 
him that if anything happened to the 
Idlib Museum, they would have to kill 
Nabu as well. “Ayman may be the brav-
est person I know,” said Brian Daniels, 
whose program had given Nabu train-
ing in Turkey in 2014 for managing her-
itage in conflict. “As of now the Idlib 
Museum is intact.” 

Astonishingly, hardly anything has 
been said about this local activism; 
the task force report aimed at the US 
government in April makes no men-
tion of it. By contrast, many archae-
ologists have been dismayed by the 
intense international interest in “re-
building” Palmyra amid a continuing 
war. In April, a group of Western and 
Syrian archaeologists wrote a petition 
to UNESCO opposing “any hasty re-
construction initiated by UNESCO and 
carried out by parties directly involved 
in the Syrian tragedy”—a thinly veiled 
reference to the Russian military and 
the Assad regime.

Responding to such criticism this 
spring, Maamoun Abdulkarim, the 
director of Syria’s antiquities admin-
istration, sought to distance the Syr-
ian regime from the more extravagant 

reconstruction plans—though he also 
said that the government was deter-
mined to press ahead with restoration 
as quickly as possible. Meanwhile, 
UNESCO officials have begun to col-
laborate with groups working in non- 
regime- held areas of the country, 
including at an international confer-
ence it convened in Berlin in early June. 
But Syrians I spoke to on the margins 
of the conference are skeptical that 
the huge international bureaucracy of 
UNESCO, established in the cold war 
and beholden to traditional sovereign 
states, can contribute meaningfully to 
the rescue of monuments in Syria.

Even as the Berlin conference was 
taking place, some of the same pow-
ers that had “rescued” Palmyra were 
causing significant new damage of their 
own. During the retaking of Palmyra in 
March, Russian bombs hit the medieval 
citadel overlooking the site; and in May, 
shortly after the Russian orchestra per-
formance, reports surfaced in the West-
ern press that a temporary Russian 
military base had been installed inside 
the archaeological park. On May 12 
and again on June 16, the fifth- century 
Byzantine church of Saint Simeon Sty-
lites, northwest of Aleppo, was heav-
ily damaged by Russian air strikes. 
UNESCO, which depends on Russian 
support, remained silent. “Unfortu-
nately, the international institutions are 
held hostage by politics,” Cheikmous 
Ali, the Syrian archaeologist, told me. 
He said that there are many sites that 
are threatened and urgently in need of 
protection—and Syrians, some of them 
deep in ISIS areas, are struggling to do 
what they can. “But the international 
institutions aren’t supporting them.” 
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In 1975, Miles Davis put down his 
trumpet and retired. Davis was famous 
for his dramatic silences in perfor-
mance: the notes he chose not to play 
were almost as meaningful as those 
he did. But this silence would last for 
nearly five years, during which he all 
but disappeared into his Upper West 
Side brownstone. Visitors evoked a 
macabre dungeon swarming with pros-
titutes, drug dealers, hangers-  on, and 
corpulent roaches. Davis, who styled 
himself as jazz’s “Prince of Dark-
ness,” later confirmed the rumors with 
unabashed relish in his 1989 autobi-
ography, Miles, written with the poet  
Quincy Troupe. 

Yet for all this decadence, there was 
a noble, almost monastic aura to Da-
vis’s retirement at forty-  nine, after one 
of the most extraordinary careers in 
post war music. Davis had taken part in 
almost every phase in jazz’s evolution 
since the mid-  1940s. Born in 1926 into 
a prosperous black family just outside 
East St. Louis, he arrived in late 1944 
in New York. His official reason was to 
attend Juilliard, but this was a smoke-
screen to placate his father, an oral sur-
geon who owned a three-  hundred-  acre 
farm. His real reason was to follow 
his idols, the alto saxophonist Charlie 
Parker and the trumpeter Dizzy Gil-
lespie, who were revolutionizing jazz 
at clubs in Harlem and on West 52nd 
Street. Parker, whose appetite for music 
was exceeded only by his appetite for 
heroin, taught Davis bebop, a form of 
small- group improvisation character-
ized by extreme velocity and complex 
chord progressions, and warned him 
to stay away from the needle—advice 
Davis ignored to his lasting regret. He 
was a classic bohemian rebel, irresist-
ibly drawn to the sound, and the forbid-
den pleasures, of the street.

Davis, who died of a stroke in 1991, 
played on some of Parker’s finest ses-
sions, but he was a somewhat tenta-
tive, even ambivalent bopper, because 
he couldn’t play as high or as fast as 
Gillespie. He was searching for a mel-
lower, less frenetic approach to bop, 
and found it in “cool” jazz, a style he 
developed in the late 1940s with the 
Canadian- born orchestrator Gil Evans. 
So fervently did he believe in his own 
vision that, at twenty- three, he turned 
down an offer from Duke Ellington. 

Throughout the 1950s and 1960s 
Davis assembled bands that were no-
table for their startling contrasts of 
personnel, like the pairing in his late 
1950s sextet of John Coltrane, a tenor 
saxophonist with a furiously probing, 
gnarled style, and Julian “Cannonball” 
Adderley, a buoyant, sweet- toned alto 
player who always sounded as if he’d 
just gotten out of church. 

Davis became known as “the sor-
cerer” because of his alchemical flair 
for transforming the humblest of ma-
terials—a Tin Pan Alley song, a sim-
ple bass line, even another musician’s 
wrong note—into an exalted form of 
expression. Shy to the point of tacitur-

nity, he rarely spoke to his sidemen, 
except to offer the occasional cryptic in-
struction—“play [guitar] like you don’t 
know how to play the guitar,” he told 
the guitarist John McLaughlin—yet he 
knew how to inspire their best playing. 
He also knew how to make their com-
positions sound better, as if he had dis-
tilled a cloudy liquid. The keyboardist 
Joe Zawinul was aghast at Davis’s ruth-
less arrangement of “In a Silent Way,” 
which Davis used as the title track of 
his 1969 recording with Zawinul, but 
Davis illuminated qualities its com-
poser hadn’t quite discerned.

Easily bored by what he called “old 
shit,” Davis shed styles as soon as they 
risked settling into formula. When 
“cool” lost its edge in the hands of 
white West Coast musicians, he pio-
neered hard bop, a simplified, funkier 
style of bop that reasserted jazz’s roots. 
When hard bop hardened into its own 
set of sweaty clichés, he gravitated 
to “modal” jazz, which used scales 
rather than chord changes as a har-
monic frame. When Ornette Coleman 
launched the “free jazz” revolution, 
Davis looked on from the sidelines 
with a disdain that barely concealed 
his anger at being upstaged by a weird- 
looking alto player from Texas, but he 
soon formed a visionary quintet with 
a group of young Coleman admirers. 
And when he grew frustrated with the 
limits of acoustic jazz, he combined it 
with electric instruments in a mélange 
that, in the late 1960s, became known 
as “fusion” or “jazz- rock.”

A small, dark- skinned man of feline, 
somewhat pouty sensuality, Davis was 
also a dandy, and each of his musical 
makeovers seemed to arrive with an 

alluring new wardrobe. He weighed 
each move with an artist’s seriousness 
and an entrepreneur’s concern for 
his brand, which eventually became 
known simply as “Miles,” a synonym 
for artistic integrity, masculine cool, 
and black self- confidence. More than 
any black artist before him, he refused 
the role of entertainer, above all the hu-
miliating “grin” that Louis Armstrong 
and even Gillespie had worn to make 
whites feel comfortable. Davis was ac-
cused of being hostile because he some-
times turned his back to the audience 
while playing, but he did so merely to 
hear better what everyone else wanted 
to hear: his horn. What gave his music 
its cohesion, even its identity, was his 
unforgettable sound, at once intensely 
intimate and defiantly aloof. He was 
a poet of loneliness, of shadows and 
masks, in a music more associated with 
extroverted expression and communal 
festivity.

Davis achieved his sound by playing 
without vibrato, an approach he learned 
from his first teacher in East St. Louis. 
Most trumpeters since Armstrong had 
used vibrato to make their horns sound 
more like the human voice, but Davis 
created an even more human sound by 
dispensing with it altogether. Through 
his horn he seems to speak to us, in a 
language shorn of artifice or sentimen-
tality, much as Billie Holiday did. In-
deed Davis, who modeled his phrasing 
partly on singers and actors (notably 
Orson Welles, whose radio broadcasts 
he studied closely), is perhaps best un-
derstood as a vocalist who happened 
to sing with a trumpet. His voice was 
especially beautiful on ballads, which 
he would sometimes perform with 
a stemless Harmon mute that lent 
his playing a beseeching, breath- like 

 timbre, and a restrained yet smoldering  
eroticism.1

Miles Ahead, Don Cheadle’s film 
about Davis, is set toward the end of his 
“silent period,” in the late 1970s. After 
several years spent on nonmusical pur-
suits—cocaine, round- the- clock or-
gies, and, in his words, “making fun of 
white folks on television”—he is plot-
ting a comeback, when he is flooded by 
memories. The film is not a full- dress 
biopic but rather a portrait of an artist, 
often in a decidedly whimsical register: 
there’s even an invented subplot involv-
ing a car chase for a stolen demo, guns 
blazing in the Manhattan night.2 

Cheadle, who directed, cowrote, and 
stars in the film, has perfected Davis’s 
glare and his famous rasp (the result of 
a throat operation in the 1950s); he also 
captures Davis’s physical grace and 
vanity, his anger at being forgotten by 
a world that he himself has shut out. In 
Cheadle’s portrayal, Davis emerges as 
a sort of Don Draper of jazz: brooding, 
seductive, and radiantly opaque, a char-
ismatic loner whose sometimes terrify-
ing behavior, especially toward women, 
can be rationalized, if not forgiven, be-
cause it seems rooted in a history of suf-
fering, and somehow connected to his 
mysterious powers as an innovator.

Cheadle has said that what attracted 
him to Davis was that “he never looked 
back, always forward,” but in the film 
he looks back with as much longing as 
Charles Foster Kane. In the sumptu-
ously imagined flashbacks to the 1950s 
and 1960s, the identity of “Rosebud” is 
never in doubt: the dancer Frances Tay-
lor, his former wife. When Davis met her 
in 1953, she was a dancer in the Kather-
ine Dunham Company. He was a heroin 
addict and pimp, twenty- seven years 
old but already being treated as a has-
been, eclipsed in the jazz press by Chet 
Baker, who was an inferior talent but  
possessed the advantage of being white.3 

Meeting Taylor, whom he married in 
1958, inspired Davis to clean himself up 
and focus on his music. He formed his 
first great quintet with Coltrane (later 
expanded to a sextet with Cannonball 
Adderley), a band whose propulsive yet 
unhurried sense of swing owed much 
to the pianist Ahmad Jamal, whom the 
jazz establishment had dismissed as a 

Miles Davis, New York City, 1949; photograph by Herman Leonard,  
showing the effects of water on the framed print that was left behind  

at his New Orleans studio during Hurricane Katrina, 2005
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1In the early 1970s, Davis stopped 
playing ballads. As he explained to the  
pianist Keith Jarrett, he liked playing 
them so much.
2Davis’s accomplice in this quest for 
the stolen tape is “Dave Braden,” a 
Scottish journalist played with genial 
cheer by Ewan McGregor. According to 
Cheadle, he wrote McGregor’s character 
because he needed a white lead to raise 
money. It is odd that he went to the 
trouble of inventing when there were so 
many real white collaborators to choose 
from, among them Gil Evans, probably 
Davis’s closest friend; the pianist Bill 
Evans, a crucial force in his late-1950s 
sextet; and the British composer Paul 
Buckmaster, who introduced Davis to 
the music of Karlheinz Stockhausen 
in the early 1970s, and helped nurse 
him to recovery in the summer of 1979, 
around the time Miles Ahead is set.
3Their rivalry is explored in Robert 
Bud reau’s intelligent recent film about 
Chet Baker, Born to Blue, featuring an 
excellent Ethan Hawke as Baker.
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cocktail musician, but whose lightness 
of touch, subtle rhythmic accents, and 
imaginative use of space Davis hailed 
as a revelation. He also made two un-
disputed masterpieces: the 1959 modal 
album Kind of Blue, a series of lyrical 
and limpid mood pieces for sextet, con-
sidered by many to be his greatest work; 
and, a year later, Sketches of Spain, 
where he moaned, cried, and whispered 
against Gil Evans’s haunting orchestral 
arrangements of Andalusian songs.

It is when he hears Sketches of Spain 
on the radio that Davis, in Miles Ahead, 
is visited by an apparition of his former 
wife, and throughout the film he wan-
ders through his roach- infested house, 
uttering “Frances!” and wondering how 
he blew it with her. In the late 1950s 
and early 1960s, they were one of New 
York’s most glamorous couples: friends 
of the Belafontes and Quincy Jones, 
hosts of a benefit for Bobby Kennedy’s 
Senate campaign. Taylor gave up her 
career at his insistence, and stood by 
his side when he was viciously beaten 
by cops outside Birdland, where his 
quintet was performing in 1959. (They 
had seen him escorting a white woman 
to a cab during a set break, and ac-
cused him of “loitering.”) Davis wrote 
the song “Fran Dance” for her, and 
put a coquettish photograph of her on 
the cover of his romantic 1961 album 
Someday My Prince Will Come. But 
after an agonizing hip surgery, Davis 
became increasingly dependent on co-
caine and painkillers, and he lashed 
out at Taylor, sometimes violently. 
When she fled their home in 1964, she 
was literally “running for my life.”

“Frances was the best wife that I ever 
had and whoever gets her is a lucky 
motherfucker,” Davis later wrote. “I 
know that now, and I wish I had known 
that then.” Cheadle has adopted Davis’s 
rare expression of regret as the leitmo-
tif of his film. According to Cheadle, 
Taylor “represents the muse, the voice 
he has lost and is trying to recapture.” 
Oddly, the film all but ignores the de-
cade between the collapse of his mar-
riage and the “silent period.” Far from 
losing his way when Taylor left him, 
Davis rebounded, entering the most in-
ventive stage of his career. (He found 
other, no less important “muses,” nota-
bly Cicely Tyson and the young singer 
Betty Mabry.) 

In the late 1960s and early 1970s he 
was leaner and fitter than ever, eating 
only a single meal a day, and spend-
ing much of his spare time in the gym 
boxing, which allowed him to hold 
notes longer and to play higher than 
he ever had. (He even sounded like a 
boxer, with a rhythmic attack that sug-
gested jabbing here, thrusting there.) 
He threw himself into his work with 
the Second Great Quintet, the band he 
led from 1964 to 1968 with the tenor 
saxophonist Wayne Shorter, the pianist 
Herbie Hancock, the drummer Tony 
Williams, and the bassist Ron Carter. 

It was music of intense formal ex-
perimentation, brimming with collec-
tive improvisation, yet it had none of 
the contrivances, or the cacophony, of 
free jazz. With Williams accenting the 
backbeat, and playing just a little louder 
than everyone else, the quintet had an 
enveloping, vaguely African pulse that 
made the swing of the first quintet 
seem almost antiquarian. In concert, 

the music never stopped: Davis’s sets 
were now uninterrupted medleys, the 
tunes mere signposts along the way.

When Davis felt he could go no fur-
ther with straight- ahead acoustic jazz, 
he embraced the electric age, much 
as Bob Dylan had a few years earlier. 
He did so gradually, first adding elec-
tric guitar to his acoustic quintet in 
late 1967, just after “Coltrane died and 
fucked up everybody.” But by 1969, 
when he recorded the monumental 
double album Bitches Brew—the sub-
ject of a perceptive new monograph by 
George Grella Jr. in the 33 1/3 series—
he had forged a bold new style, later 
dubbed the “electric Miles.” Today no 
period of Davis’s work exerts as much 
fascination for young jazz musicians. 
The score for Miles Ahead—assem-
bled by the pianist Robert Glasper—
includes several excerpts of the electric 
Miles; we even hear passages in scenes 
set in the late 1950s and early 1960s. 

But in 1979, when the film takes 
place, Davis’s electric work was still 
extremely polarizing and, in the jazz 
world, mostly unloved. He was widely 
accused of surrendering to rock, the 
sinister force that was allegedly driv-
ing young people away from acoustic 
jazz. Amiri Baraka dismissed Davis’s 
electric jazz as “dollar- sign music”; the 
 pianist Cecil Taylor sneered that he 
“plays pretty well for a millionaire.” 
(This judgment was reinforced when 
Davis returned to the stage in the early 
1980s, playing Top 40 tunes against 
synthetic funk backdrops as gaudy 
as the gold lamé jacket that Issye Mi-
yake designed for him.) Shortly before 
Davis’s death in 1991, Stanley Crouch 
wrote that Davis “deserves the descrip-

tion that Nietzsche gave of Wagner, 
‘the greatest example of self- violation 
in the history of art.’” He left no doubt 
that what led to Davis’s “fall” and set 
him “firmly on the path of the sellout” 
was Bitches Brew.

In 1970, the year of its release, Bitches 
Brew sold nearly a half million copies, 
and sent the jazz world into a state of 
confusion: Was this the end of jazz, or 
a new beginning? Jazz purists weren’t 
wrong to suspect that Davis’s new music 
had something to do with commercial 
pressures. Clive Davis, the president at 
Columbia Records, had called him to 
a meeting about his declining record 
sales. Miles Davis was a deeply compet-
itive artist, and the idea that he was los-
ing audiences to white rock musicians 
with inferior skills—and, worse, had 
to open for them at concerts—inspired 
him to beat them at their own game. 
But he did so very much on his own 
terms. What one hears in Bitches Brew, 
as Grella argues, is not pandering but 
searching and striving: “a great work of 
abstract music inside the sounds, beats, 
and riffs of commercial music,” “avant- 
garde with soul and a beat.”

Bitches Brew was a more ungainly 
work than its predecessor, the shimmer-
ing tone poem In a Silent Way, but its 
sprawl was a measure of Davis’s audac-
ity, his hunger for new forms. It featured 
an unusual ensemble of thirteen musi-
cians, including three electric keyboard-
ists, two drummers, and two bass players. 
Perhaps the most distinctive ingredient 
is Bennie Maupin’s bass clarinet. For 
much of the album, Maupin plays al-
most entirely in the lower register of his 
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horn, making guttural noises, short, 
agitated phrases that add an incantatory 
undercurrent to the “brew.” Every mu-
sician, even Davis himself, contributes 
at one point or another to that roiling 
brew, to which the soloists respond and 
over which they occasionally collide. 

Bitches Brew bids farewell to almost 
every musical convention, including 
the traditional cues for foreground and 
background. Most of the tracks are ex-
ceptionally long (twenty- six minutes, 
in the case of the title track), and they 
are not so much songs as—in Grella’s 
words—“waves” of improvisation, leav-
ing the “disorienting sensation of . . .
simply stopping without coming to a 
formal end or resolution of any kind.” 
Here were the sonorities of the free jazz 
Davis had claimed to disdain, only set 
against electric grooves and churning, 
tribalistic percussion.

Bitches Brew is very much an en-
semble work, but the defining sound 
is Davis’s trumpet, as confident and 
fiery as ever. We hear him in an ex-
traordinary range of moods: the fierce, 
growling swagger of “Miles Runs the 
Voodoo Down,” a hot blues in the key 
of F, set to a languorous New Orleans 
march rhythm; the hypnotic call- and- 
response of “Bitches Brew,” a cousin of 
the Andalusian pieces Davis had loved 
playing since Sketches of Spain; and 
the plaintive, mysterious lyricism of 
Wayne Shorter’s “Sanctuary,” with its 
echoes of “I Fall in Love Too Easily,” 
a Davis favorite. Blues, balladry, and 
the “Spanish tinge”: the effect here is a 
kind of kaleidoscopic self- portrait.

 How could so many jazz critics have 
overlooked Davis’s powerful trumpet 
playing on Bitches Brew, and its con-
tinuities with his previous work? The 
reason for their bewilderment was, in 
large part, the brew, the music’s muddy 
electric bottom, which bore no resem-
blance to the jazz they knew. Davis had 
never been a pure bopper, but his music 
had always made allusion, however 
oblique, to the grammar of Parker and 
Gillespie. On Bitches Brew, Davis de-
cisively broke with his roots in bop. As 
Grella argues, building on the pivotal 
work of Greg Tate and Paul Tingen, the 
more revealing points of comparison 
were no longer to be found in jazz but 
in the psychedelic guitar of Jimi Hen-
drix, the warbled vocals of Sly Stone, 
and the bass lines of James Brown. 

Davis, as Grella sees it, was a blues-
man even before he was a jazz musician. 
And in the late 1960s he had begun to 
worry that he was losing his “blueness,” 
his connection to popular black music 
and black audiences; he said he missed 
“the sound of $1.50 drums and the 
harmonicas and the two- chord blues.” 
Hendrix, Sly, and Brown showed him 
the way back to the blues of his East St. 
Louis childhood, the real “Rosebud” 
of his art. As he put it, “I don’t play 
rock, I play black.” 

The music Davis made from 1969 to 
1975 was some of his blackest ever, 
sometimes directly based on bass lines 
and riffs he heard in James Brown and 
Sly Stone.4 Yet it was also bristling 

with jagged, sometimes disturbing dis-
sonances that grew out of his interest 
in the European avant- garde, particu-
larly Karlheinz Stockhausen. It would 
prove no less demanding, and no less 
dazzling in its variety, than his acous-
tic work.5 There were slow, meditative 
compositions of breathtaking lyrical 
expansiveness, from In a Silent Way to 
“He Loved Him Madly,” his eerie re-
quiem for Duke Ellington. There was 
the hallucinatory syncopation of his 
1972 record On the Corner, perhaps 
the strangest funk album ever made. 
And, finally, there were the raucous, 
throbbing mid- 1970s concerts, in which 
Davis had to hook his trumpet up to a 
wah- wah pedal to even be heard above 
the din of electric guitars. Like the 
early minimalism of Philip Glass, it 

was music you did not so much listen 
to as inhabit, an environment of sound 
where you were free to tune in and out.

Part of the enduring fascination of 
records like Bitches Brew lies not only 
in what they sound like but in how 
they were put together. Here Davis 
grudgingly shared credit with his pro-
ducer, Teo Macero. A saxophonist and 
composer who had worked with the 
musique concrète composer Edgard 
Varèse, Macero was as important a 
Davis collaborator during these years 
as Gil Evans had been in the late 1950s. 
Macero sat in the control room with 
Davis at every session while the side-
men performed, often without being 
told if they were rehearsing or playing 
an actual take. Their relationship was 
volatile—the Bitches Brew recordings 
began just after an explosive row in 
which Davis demanded that Macero 
fire his secretary—but Davis thrived 
on such tension, and his trust in “Teo” 
was total. 

With a razor blade, splicing block, 
and tape, Macero edited what were un-
ruly jam sessions into suite- like com-
positions, often using loops—short 
sections of material—to create osti-

nato patterns. The two tracks of In a 
Silent Way are both sandwiched be-
tween such loops. Assuming this must 
have been an error, the jazz critic Mar-
tin Williams complained in his review 
about the “faulty tape splicing.” Oth-
ers insinuated that Davis had cheated 
by stretching a half hour of music into 
forty minutes.

Today these criticisms seem rather 
quaint. Davis and Macero were, in ef-
fect, using the studio as an instrument. 
And on Bitches Brew, their aim was to 
create effects similar to those Davis 
had always sought in his playing: a dra-
matic expansion and enhancement of 
our perception of space. As the musi-
cian Brian Eno, who was deeply influ-
enced by the electric Miles, has pointed 
out, the musicians sound as if they are 

“miles apart . . . the impression that you 
have immediately is not that you are in a 
little place with a group of people play-
ing, but that you’re on a huge plateau.” 
That impression was powerfully rein-
forced by the now famous cover art of 
Abdul Mati Klarwein, which depicted 
a naked black couple on a beach, fac-
ing the sea against a backdrop of blue 
sky, red flowers, and yellow flames. A 
storm appears to erupt directly out of 
the woman’s hair; above the couple an 
imposing black face appears in profile, 
dripping with either beads of sweat or 
tears, as dauntingly inexpressive as the 
Pyramids. 

We seem to be observing an Afro- 
Futurist rite of spring, and, as Grella 
observes, there are moments when the 
brew sounds “uncannily like fragments 
plucked from The Rite of Spring.”6 The 
master of this ceremony is Davis him-
self. He is higher than anyone else in 
the mix, as befits a lead singer, and, as 
Grella writes, “the physical power of 
his playing . . . cannot be overstated.” 
Even when he is absent, we feel as if 
we can hear him. He is summoning 
the ancient spirit of the blues, and at 
the same time leaping into the future, 
binding it to the sound of his trumpet, 
determined, as ever, not to be left be-
hind. He cannot imagine music going 
forward without him, and neither, for 
as long as he plays, can we. 

Miles Davis at the Vancouver International Jazz Festival, 1986
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4The bass line in “Yesternow,” the 
second side of Jack Johnson, the mes-
merizing album he recorded soon after 
Bitches Brew, was lifted from James 
Brown’s “Say It Loud, I’m Black and 
I’m Proud,” and slowed down to a 
ghostly drone.

6Although there is no evidence of 
any influence on Bitches Brew, Davis 
was a great admirer of Stravinsky, 
whose scores he studied as a student at  
Juilliard.

5The double- sidedness of his work 
became so pronounced that Davis 
flaunted it with titles such as Live-
Evil, and spelled his name backward 
as “Selim Sivad.” He was no less fas-
cinated by sexual and racial ambigu-
ity than David Bowie—or Prince, 
whom he praised as having “that raun-
chy thing, like a pimp and a bitch all 
wrapped up in one image.”
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Facing a mass audience, Hillary Clin-
ton had often come across as if she’d 
been rehearsing in front of a mirror, 
trying on expressions of delight that 
registered as forced, less than whole-
hearted, the opposite of spontaneous. 
The “public” part of public service, 
she’d acknowledge, was the part that 
came hardest to her. But on the last 
night of the Democratic convention, 
as she stood by herself on a big stage, 
bathed in bright lights, ready to em-
brace a presidential nomination never 
before bestowed on a woman by a major 
American party, she no longer seemed 
to be playing a role. In that heady mo-
ment of fulfillment for herself and most 
women (and some men), she seemed, at 
last, to be inhabiting one. 

All week long, talking heads and live 
updaters had been naming what was to 
follow “the most important speech of 
her life” or her “historic speech,” as if 
the words had only to be uttered to be 
remembered across the ages. But when 
she was done, a shower of balloons 
didn’t quite offset a discernible sense 
of letdown. The quick consensus of the 
commentariat rated it somewhere be-
tween uninspiring and OK for the job 
it had been designed to do: weakest, it 
was said, in its dutiful presentation of 
herself and her goals; strongest in its 
sharp, unsparing depiction of Donald 
Trump, who’d pulled ahead by mean-
ingless fractions in some polls taken 
after the previous week’s gathering of a 
Republican Party the builder- showman 
had captured in a hostile takeover. “A 
man you can bait with a tweet,” Clinton 
said in one of her most telling sallies, 
“is not a man we can trust with nuclear 
weapons.” And that, plainly, was what 
she was doing. She was baiting him.

Otherwise, her speech was strewn 
with reruns—stale talking points that 
had surfaced more than a year earlier in 
her speech launching her campaign on 
Roosevelt Island in New York, dusted 
off there from her first run in 2008: the 
bit about her grandfather working in a 
lace mill in Scranton, the old Clinton 
truism about America thriving when 
the middle class thrives. 

Just three days later, on June 16, 
2015, a chesty Donald Trump rode 
down the escalator in the marble lobby 
of his eponymous tower on Fifth Av-
enue to declare his candidacy. The 
race in the Republican Party was al-
ready crowded. The smart money was 
on two Floridians, the dynast Jeb Bush 
and Marco Rubio, young enough and 
fresh enough, some reasoned, to be an 
effective foil to Clinton. Trump could 
be an amusing sideshow. He wasn’t 
given a chance by the Greek chorus 
of media know- it- alls slow to grapple 
with the idea that the serious business 
of presidential politics might not be all 
that different from reality TV. Then the 
candidates with the tinted bird’s nest 
coiffure started winnowing the field, 
dismissing his opponents like would- be 
apprentices on his show. 

Three months into his campaign 
Trump promised to expel 11 million un-

documented immigrants. Three months 
after that he floated his proposal to bar 
Muslims from entering the country. 
Just about everything he had to tweet 
or otherwise say from then on had to be 
taken as news. Nothing in the campaign 
tickled the media algorithms and cable 
news ratings more consistently than the 
name he’d long since sold off as a brand 
to be slapped on buildings and products 
he didn’t build, make, or own. 

He promised to be bold. His indiffer-

ence to ragged norms of political dis-
course—his eagerness to shock—was 
offered as a bond, an implied pledge 
that a President Trump might be bold 
in action as well as words. The mas-
sive wall would be built at massive 
cost (to Mexico), the undocumented 
noncitizens rounded up and expelled, 
the Muslims barred. It was beyond 
politically incorrect, an implicit prom-
ise of unrestrained strong- arm action. 
Aroused adherents found it a satisfying 
vision. Whether they actually believed 
any of these things could or would be 
done is another question. His readi-
ness to hurl insults, threaten violence 
to hecklers, could be taken as a down 
payment. 

As the months wore on, he went from 
showing tendencies toward demagogy 
to practicing it on a daily basis. The ab-
sence of restraint seemed part of the at-
traction for followers soon numbering 
in the millions. Calling Barack Obama 
a “disaster” and the “worst president” 
in history proved to be great applause 
lines in this constituency, despite 
Obama’s rising approval ratings. A 
campaign that had its obscure origins 
in the so- called “birther” movement—
spreading the notion that Obama had 
been born in Kenya, not Hawaii, and 
therefore was ineligible for the office 
he held—never bothered to backtrack, 
never amended or questioned its prem-
ises. What it willed to be true could be 
taken as true. It just moved on.

Trump once claimed that detectives 
he’d sent to Hawaii were making “ab-
solutely unbelievable . . . unbelievable” 
discoveries. To this day he has never 
said what those were, never acknowl-

edged that the detectives may have 
been a convenient figment, leaving an 
impression that he’d been making it up 
as he went along, indulging in what his 
first ghostwritten autobiography eu-
phemistically excused as “truthful hy-
perbole.” Similarly, remarks that give 
off more than a whiff of bigotry didn’t 
need to be cleaned up. Almost daily, 
crafty, sometimes sinister Trumpisms 
achieved wide currency as news, blow-
ing off the liberal outcries they pro-

voked. He’d revive waterboarding and 
order torture techniques “a hell of a 
lot worse” to fight terrorists, up to and 
including killing their nearest relatives. 
(American troops wouldn’t refuse his 
orders, he said, even if they called for 
actions fuddy- duddy officers might op-
pose as war crimes.) Turning Daniel 
Patrick Moynihan’s adage about facts 
and opinions on its head, the self- 
created, self- managed candidate felt 
entitled to his own facts, relying on in-
nuendo when challenged. 

Trump’s unrelenting, stentorian ac-
ceptance solo in Cleveland clocked in 
at seventy- five minutes. Comparisons 
to Mussolini were posted on You-
Tube. Ted Koppel, Larry Wilmore, and 
The Washington Post developed the 
thought. Trump, his chin jutting, piv-
oting at the lectern to offer his profile, 
came close to auditioning for the part. 
Addressing “the forgotten men and 
women of our country,” he declared, “I 
AM YOUR VOICE.” The words were set 
in upper case on his Teleprompter. His 
uniqueness was reasserted moments 
later. Having called Hillary Clinton the 
“puppet” of “big business, elite media 
and major donors,” all relying on her to 
maintain a “rigged system” from which 
they profited, he offered his own per-
son as a secular savior. “Nobody knows 
the system better than me, which is why 
I alone can fix it.” The words bear rep-
etition. I alone . . .  No checks and bal-
ances there.

This wasn’t his usual rambling exer-
cise in free association, hopping from 
one inflateable adjective (soo great . . .
huu- ge . . . incredible . . . unbelievable) 
to the next snide put- down or boast. 

Drafted by a hired pen, it was consis-
tent in tone if not “presidential” in the 
usual sense. The tone was anger over 
the terrorism and crime supposedly 
flooding our cities. 

When Hillary Clinton spoke at her 
own convention a week later, she al-
ready knew that her opponent’s speech, 
watched by as many as 33 million view-
ers according to Nielsen, had won the 
approval of about 57 percent in the 
first flash poll, about the same propor-
tion as her overall disapproval rating at 
that point (which was only slightly bet-
ter than his). These weren’t heartening 
indicators. 

So, when her turn came, that moment 
of exultation, she also had to know that 
vanquishing Donald Trump would be 
no sure thing; that given the unmoored, 
truly transgressive nature of his candi-
dacy, it could prove to be the heaviest, 
most important challenge she’d ever be 
called on to confront in her exception-
ally long run as a national political fig-
ure. (Twenty- four years and counting if 
you start from her appearance alongside 
her husband on Sixty Minutes in 1992 to 
dispel a chimera called Gennifer Flow-
ers. It’s not a perfect comparison but 
that’s longer than the twenty- two years 
that intervened between Richard Nix-
on’s Checkers speech in 1952 and his 
resignation as president.) 

Even if she pulled ahead in the race 
and fought her way back to the White 
House, this time in her own right, stop-
ping Trump could still be viewed as her 
most important achievement. Sure, be-
coming the first woman president would 
mean a lot—not just symbolically—to 
the country as a whole. It would be a 
cultural landmark. But her long list of 
policy goals, including those borrowed 
from Bernie Sanders—higher taxes on 
the one percent, the biggest infrastruc-
ture investments since World War II 
leading to huge numbers of new, better- 
paying jobs, a constitutional amend-
ment to overturn the Citizens United 
ruling—would continue to be nonstart-
ers so long as Republicans kept their 
lock on the House of Representatives 
and remained as adamantly uncom-
promising and unreachable as they’ve 
been since 2010. Her presidency would 
likely be ridden with frustrations from 
the get- go, which is to say more or less 
normal for this era. 

A Trump presidency, by contrast, 
would be anything but normal. It 
would be a grim three- ring crisis from 
the outset, possibly leading to an es-
calating standoff among the various 
branches of government. Turning the 
executive branch over to a character 
as unprepared, as impulsive, as fixated 
on the defense of his own unharnessed, 
evidently fragile ego could reverber-
ate more in the country than even that 
long- sought breakthrough for women, 
ninety- six years after they finally won 
the right to vote. 

Of course, the new- old doctrine 
of “America First” wouldn’t make 
America great again. Whatever we re-
tain in the way of consensus, meaning 

Hillary vs. Donald:  
The Benefit of the Doubt

Joseph Lelyveld

Hillary Clinton on the last night of the Democratic National Convention,  
Philadelphia, July 2016
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common understanding, among our-
selves and in the world, would soon be 
upended if he attempted to govern in 
a manner consistent with his various 
stands as a candidate. Donald Trump 
would bluff and bluster and, at least 
rhetorically, bludgeon. “Sometimes 
it pays to be a little wild,” the charac-
ter of that name says in The Art of the 
Deal, an autobiography in the form of 
a manual for would- be moguls that he 
approved but didn’t write. 

At a minimum, if the candidate is to 
be taken as a guide to the presidency 
he proposes, not just Obamacare and 
Roe v. Wade would be over. Global 
climate change and trade pacts would 
be disclaimed. NATO would be on life 
support. Vladimir Putin might well be 
our new best friend. At least for a time, 
the country would go careening—not 
into a halcyon golden age, 
rather an unforeseeable cycle 
of grinding renegotiations, 
realignments, and conflicts. 
How nasty these might prove 
is anyone’s guess, for there’s 
really no Trump plan, just a 
string of hollow boasts from 
a man who hasn’t looked 
deeply, as far as we know, into 
any single issue unrelated to 
property, the law of bank-
ruptcy, and tax avoidance. 

Perfectly plausible premo-
nitions over the wreckage 
a Trump presidency might 
scatter can still sound worse 
than alarmist, a little crazy. 
But understatement on that 
score can be crazier, if it 
leaves an impression that his candidacy 
hasn’t quite gone over the edge, that it 
might still be in the outer precincts of 
normal. 

Hillary Clinton’s task at the climax 
of her convention wasn’t to outdo the 
impressively well- pitched speeches of 
a lineup of character witnesses includ-
ing the two Obamas, her husband, Vice 
President Biden, Michael Bloomberg, 
and Elizabeth Warren; or to unfurl 
some shining new vision, as various 
commentators had urged; or to find 
a few words that might indicate con-
trition for setting up her own e- mail 
server in her State Department years 
and later fibbing about its having been 
properly authorized. It was to get be-
yond all that and the lucrative Gold-
man Sachs speeches and any other 
albatrosses from bygone years lurking 
in her menagerie and to keep a spot-
light on the champion fabricator and 
fantasist who’d been demonizing her 
as “crooked Hillary” and now gave two 
thumbs up to raucous chants at his ral-
lies of “Lock her up, Lock her up.” 

“Self- deprecation is not her forte,” 
Carl Bernstein observed drily in his 
judicious, carefully nuanced 2007 bi-
ography, A Woman in Charge. “Her 
attempts are stiff and come off re-
hearsed usually.” Very occasionally she 
acknowledges “mistakes,” skipping the 
details just as she shuns press confer-
ences where attempts might be made to 
explore them. She didn’t offer a hint of 
a mea culpa in Philadelphia. 

So it was left to Barack Obama, her 
toughest opponent three elections ago, 
to soften the resistance of doubters who, 
according to polls, were still a majority 
of the likely electorate. “She knows,” 
the president said on her behalf, “that 
sometimes during those forty years 

she’s made mistakes, just like I have, 
just like we all do.” That’s what hap-
pens when you’re the kind of citizen 
Teddy Roosevelt once described “who 
is actually in the arena, . . . who strives 
valiantly; who errs, . . . but . . .who at the 
best knows in the end the triumph of 
high achievement.” (A small number of 
senior citizens may have recalled Nixon 
finding solace in the identical TR pas-
sage in his farewell remarks forty- two 
summers earlier.) Never has there been 
anyone, “not me, not Bill, more quali-
fied than Hillary Clinton to serve as 
president,” Obama testified. 

Michael Bloomberg, whose first 
choice for president was well known 
to have been someone else—himself—
went further in advancing the basic 
calculation Hillary doubters and crit-
ics now needed to make. Presenting 

himself as an independent speaking to 
independents, he mentioned disagree-
ments with Hillary but said this wasn’t 
the time to dwell on them. “We must 
put them aside for the good of our 
country,” he said, and “unite around 
the candidate who can defeat a dan-
gerous demagogue.” It may have been 
the best speech of his life. Trump, the 
former mayor said, “is a risky, reck-
less, and radical choice.” (True to form, 
Trump taunted back on Twitter: “‘Lit-
tle’ Michael,” he said, lacked “the guts 
to run for president.”)

If the Clinton campaign wanted 
viewers to carry away a single thought 
from the four- day TV talkfest, Bloom-
berg’s was it. No other speaker put it so 
succinctly or persuasively. It said you 
were entitled to your misgivings about 
Hillary, that you didn’t have to like her 
or trust her implicitly in order to vote 
for her. It was enough to grasp that 
stopping Donald Trump had become a 
civic duty. 

Newly anointed, the candidate was 
operating on several levels when she set 
off in a star- spangled bus on a three- 
day tour of Pennsylvania and Ohio, 
quadrennial “battleground” states, 
with her new running mate, Tim Kaine 
of Virginia, and the forty- second presi-
dent (whose name Hillary Rodham had 
taken in a spirit of self- sacrifice only 
after Arkansas voters failed to reelect 
a governor with a wife who insisted 
on her own surname). The bus route 
ran through regions that had been los-
ers in the globalized economy’s com-
petition for investment and jobs. In 
her sights were overlapping groups of 
white voters, variously characterized as 
working- class or, more narrowly, males 
lacking a college education. However 
these demographics were sliced, they’d 

been at the core of Trump’s most vehe-
ment support.

“We’re dealing with somebody who 
has a history of stiffing people,” she said 
in Ohio on August 1, “making things 
somewhere else besides America and, 
wherever possible, hiring foreign work-
ers.” Clinton had faced a comparable 
divide in the electorate before, the first 
time from the other side. In the wan-
ing days of her 2008 campaign against 
Obama, she’d pinned her hopes on 
these same voters, now leaning heav-
ily to Trump, claiming she had a “much 
broader base to build a winning coali-
tion” because her black opponent was 
failing to gain traction “among work-
ing, hard- working Americans, white 
Americans . . .whites . . .who had not 
completed college.” 

She was trying then to talk nuts- and- 
bolts politics. She may not 
have meant to turn “hard- 
working” into a synonym 
for “white.” It took some 
explaining to show how she 
got to that point. “These are 
the people you have to win 
if you’re a Democrat in suf-
ficient numbers to actually 
win the election,” she said at 
the time. “Everybody knows 
that.” Now she has to hope 
that’s not so.

In the event, “everybody” 
proved wrong eight years 
ago. Obama won both Ohio 
and Pennsylvania that year 
without most of “the people 
you have to win” in the gen-
eral election. Whether these 

same disillusioned “hard- working” 
male voters would now celebrate the 
election of the first woman president 
on the heels of the first black president 
remains to be shown. The majority did 
not start off on Clinton’s side. Hoping 
to inherit the multiracial, multieth-
nic, multigender Obama coalition, she 
was still pursuing the “hard- working 
Americans” who long since had gotten 
away from her party. 

Hillary rebounded in the polls after 
the convention but not by enough to 
be classed, on the strength of her own 
campaigning, as an odds- on favorite. 
Or so it seemed at first. But then her 
opponent gave her candidacy an un-
intended boost with a dizzying series 
of seeming asides, each nastier than 
the one before, as if he sensed that his 
rants were losing their force, that they 
required a bigger payload if he were 
to hold the attention of his hard core. 
The possibility then emerged that, 
short of further revelations, she might 
not need to confront her own issue of 
trust, which had been a discernible 
drag on her campaign for months, in 
order to win big, that she might con-
ceivably do so with a majority of voters 
still feeling queasy about her.

Trump’s slump started in the im-
mediate aftermath of the Democratic 
convention with several ill- considered 
counterattacks on parents of a US 
Army captain killed by a suicide 
bomber in Iraq twelve years ago; even 
more bitter were his views on the media 
types who jumped on the story and 
kept it going with his help. 

The lost son, whose family had emi-
grated from Pakistan when he was an 
infant, had been awarded a Bronze 
Star and a hero’s burial at Arlington 
National Cemetery, under a headstone 
marked by the Muslim crescent and 
star. The father, a retired lawyer named 

Donald Trump delivering his acceptance speech on the last night  
of the Republican National Convention, Cleveland, July 2016
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Khizr Khan, noting that his son would 
never have gotten into the country had 
it been up to Trump, zinged Hil lary’s 
opponent with a barbed question: 
“Have you even read the United States 
Constitution?” Waving a $1 pocket 
version, he added, “I will gladly lend 
you my copy.” 

Soon social media were alight with 
comparisons to the lawyer Joseph 
Welch and the still- resounding ques-
tion with which, a lifetime ago, he’d 
single- handedly pinioned the last great 
demagogue in American politics, Sena-
tor Joseph McCarthy: “Have you no 
decency, sir?” It wasn’t apparent that 
Trump, a loyal friend and client of Roy 
Cohn, McCarthy’s close aide, had ever 
heard of Welch. Words of sympathy or 
silence would have served him well at 
this point. Neither, he showed again, 
would have been in character. 

The dignified challenge was more 
than he could take from a self- professed 
“patriotic American” who happened to 
be Muslim. He couldn’t let his follow-
ers believe it was possible to be both. 
So he made a snide remark about the 
bereaved mother, who’d stood silent 
next to her husband with her head cov-
ered, asking whether she was allowed 
to speak in public. This was berated as 
an attack on a Gold Star family. Within 
hours he was crossing swords with John 
McCain, Paul Ryan, and other Repub-
licans in Congress running on a ticket 
he leads. From there the “conversa-
tion,” as we now call it, skipped ahead 
to considerations of his sanity.

Trump hit back with perhaps his 
ugliest attack on his opponent up to 
that point (unless it had been calling 
Clinton, three months earlier, “an un-

believably nasty, mean enabler” of her 
husband’s sexual wanderings). Chris-
tening her “Hillary Rotten Clinton,” 
he said she was “totally unhinged, . . .
unbalanced.” This came in a stew of 
disdain and misogyny. “All you have to 
do is watch her, see her,” he said. If in-
sult hurling was the name of the game, 
he would not be counted out. 

Then on successive days came two 
even grosser Trumpisms: his suggestion, 
in a characteristic jumble of sentence 
fragments, that “Second Amendment 
people” might know what to do to keep 
Hillary Clinton from appointing justices 
to the Supreme Court who’d be ready 
to impose restrictions on gun owner-
ship; and his further assertions that the 
president was honored by jihadists as a 
“founder” of ISIS, with Hillary as “co- 
founder.” The next day he flatly insisted 
that he’d meant this literally, adding for 
good measure that ISIS would give Clin-
ton its “most valuable player award.” 
The day following he shrugged it all 
off as “sarcasm,” later adding that he’d 
been “not that sarcastic.”

Resurrecting a term not much used 
since S. J. Perelman, this could be 
called “crazy like a fox” were it not 
for the facts that (a) Donald Trump 
has continued to fall in the polls and 
(b) he’s still getting about 40 percent 
of the votes in most parts of the coun-
try, including nearly all of the so- called 
“battleground states.” Is this not in-
significant vote for such an alarming 
candidate best understood as the anti- 
Clinton vote? Is hers the anti- Trump?

And there were still more than ten 
weeks to go—ten weeks, including, 

presumably, three debates, maybe 
more WikiLeaks dumps, shooting in-
cidents, fresh examples of international 
terrorism, new accusations of “rigging” 
(of the system, the debates, the election 
itself). Ultimately, it would be a test 
of the electorate, a measure of its fear 
and loathing. Presidential candidates 
typically are expected to move to the 
center, having secured a partisan base 
and, with it, a nomination. Not Trump. 
He’s neither of the right nor left. What 
he presents as an economic program is 
too incoherent to be so defined. What it 
offers sounds like a con. Essentially he 
promises to save Social Security by giv-
ing big tax cuts to the wealthy in order 
to stimulate growth. Promising miracle 
fixes, he offers scapegoats to those who 
feel shortchanged.

At this writing, Republican office-
holders were said to fear a debacle. But 
the smart money still gave the Demo-
crats no chance to take back the House 
of Representatives. Clinton’s chances 
for a big win seemed to turn less on 
her own efforts and appeal than on 
her opponent’s inner drives and obses-
sions, his need to preen and react to 
every criticism. She wasn’t, in the post- 
convention period, gaining ground, it 
could be argued, so much as he was los-
ing it. 

Current statistical projections make 
Clinton the likely winner. Assuming 
for the moment that the surveys hold 
up, that there’s no enthusiasm gap or 
populist upsurge they’re failing to de-
tect, a Hillary Clinton victory in an elec-
tion in which a majority express mistrust 
of either candidate won’t be easy to in-
terpret, whatever the margin. How she 
interprets it may matter most of all. 

Carl Bernstein in his biography 
makes a case that most of the ancient 
controversies and chronic small scan-
dals that plagued the first Clinton ad-
ministration, way back in 1993, could 
be traced to her prideful misreading 
of the election returns. In a three- 
cornered race, in which a clear majority 
of votes went to candidates other than 
her husband, she still found, according 
to this biographer, a strong mandate 
for “wholesale change.” The Clintons, 
assuming she would play a major part, 
wondered whether the First Lady could 
serve as chief of staff, attend cabinet 
meetings, occupy an office in the West 
Wing. The ill- fated decision to make 
her, in effect, the czarina of health care 
reform was the result.

Writing before her first run for presi-
dent and her term as secretary of state, 
Bernstein also wrote that she has since 
shown an “extraordinary capability 
for change and evolutionary develop-
ment.” If so, she may yet prove to be 
the better Clinton. But why then, one 
wonders, are her evasions and fibs over 
today’s controversies—notably her 
“damned e- mails,” as an exasperated 
Bernie Sanders called them—so remi-
niscent of her handling of the all- but- 
forgotten controversies she brought 
upon herself when she was new to 
Washington? 

Most voters who are appalled by her 
opponent will realize that they’ve no 
choice—as Mike Bloomberg argued—
but to give her the benefit of the doubt. 
But on the basis of what we’ve seen so 
far in the biggest campaign of her life, 
the benefit of a persistent doubt will be 
something less than a mandate. 

—August 16, 2016
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The Easter Rising:  
Powerful and Useless

Fintan O’Toole

On April 18, 1930, sixty-  four militants 
from the Jugantar party in Bengal 
seized buildings in the eastern port 
city of Chittagong. They captured 
weapons at the police armory. They 
cut off  telegraph communications and 
derailed a train. They controlled Chit-
tagong for four days until they were 
routed with heavy casualties by rein-
forcements from the British army’s oc-
cupying forces. The survivors fled to 
the forests. The leader of the uprising, 
Surjya Sen, held out until 1933, when 
he was captured. He was hanged in 
1934, becoming a martyr to the cause 
of Indian independence.

The Chittagong armory raid, as it 
is generally called, had some peculiar 
features. The rebels were not Chris-
tians but their attempted uprising was 
very self- consciously staged at Eas-
ter. They called themselves the In-
dian Republican Army: IRA for short. 
And they envisaged their action as an 
imaginative, rather than a merely mili-
tary, intervention, aimed not just at the 
British authorities but at mainstream, 
nonviolent Indian nationalism. “They 
thought,” wrote one of the revolution-
aries, “their short but heroic legend 
would be blazoned forth all over the 
land and inspire new generations to 
fight for the freedom of their mother-
land.” Chittagong’s Easter Rising was, 
in other words, not merely inspired by 
the one in Dublin fourteen years ear-
lier. It was a direct attempt to emulate 
it. The mythology of the original Easter 
Rising had taken root in Bengal. 

A revolutionary leaflet of 1929, 
“The Youths of Bengal,” urged Ben-
galis to emulate the martyrdom of the 
teacher and poet Patrick Pearse, who 
was court- martialed and executed by a 
firing squad in 1916. The pamphlet ar-
gued that “Pearse died and by so dying 
he roused in the heart of the nation an 
indomitable desire for armed revolu-
tion. Who will deny this truth?” The 
Indian Republican Army was mod-
eled on the Irish Republican Army. My 
Fight for Irish Freedom, a racy memoir 
by Dan Breen, who renewed the IRA’s 
guerrilla war on the British administra-
tion in 1919, was translated into Hindi, 
Punjabi, and Tamil (and banned in all 
three languages as well as in English). 
The district magistrate in Chittagong 
called Breen’s account “a text book for 
the revolutionaries of India.”

In January 1921, the historian Wil-
liam Edward Dodd recorded a long 
conversation with his friend Woodrow 
Wilson, who was just about to leave the 
White House on the expiration of his 
second term as president. Dodd found 
Wilson “a broken man,” brooding and 
bitter. The cause of his depression was 
the rejection in the US of his great plan 
for international order after the ca-
tastrophe of World War I. The Senate 
had rejected the Treaty of Versailles 
and US participation in the League of 
Nations. And as Robert Schmuhl puts 
it in his fine new study, Ireland’s Ex-
iled Children: America and the Easter 
Rising, “the American Irish played a 

critical role in the campaign against 
the treaty.” The Friends of Irish Free-
dom had dogged Wilson on his tour 
across the US to drum up support for 
Versailles and the League, printing a 
million hostile pamphlets and running 
anti- Versailles newspaper advertise-
ments in the cities where he spoke. 

It was the Irish that Wilson now 
blamed for the defeat of the treaty. 
Dodd recorded the outgoing presi-

dent’s “insistence the Irish had wrecked 
his whole programme for adoption of 
the work at Paris. . . . ‘Oh the foolish 
Irish,’ he would say, ‘Would to God 
they might all have gone back home.’” 
In his self- pity, Wilson compared him-
self to the nineteenth- century British 
prime minister William Gladstone as 
another statesman whose great visions 
had been undermined by the petty but 
inescapable problem of Ireland: “You 

know how perfectly the Irish trouble 
defeated Gladstone in his life- work. . . . 
Wilson is another Gladstone and he 
feels it.”

It was the Easter Rising of 1916 
that made the foolish Irish such pro-
found trouble for the new Wilsonian 
world order. The 1,200 or so rebels 
who seized public buildings in Dublin 
during Easter week had the broad aim 
of forcing the claims of Irish indepen-
dence onto the agenda for any Euro-
pean peace treaty that would end the 
war. The rebels themselves believed 
that that settlement would be imposed 
by a victorious Germany, which they 
hailed as the leader of their “gallant 
allies in Europe” in the proclamation 
of the Irish Republic that Pearse read 
outside the General Post Office on the 
early afternoon of Easter Monday. 

That was conveniently forgotten 
after the US entered the war in 1917. By 
then, the executions by the British of 
fifteen leading rebels had not just radi-
calized mainstream nationalist opin-
ion in Ireland. The executions had, in 
the words of the moderate nationalist 
Shane Leslie writing to the Irish par-
liamentary leader John Redmond from 
the US on May 15, 1916, sent a “wave of 
fury sweeping through Irish America.”

That fury might have been impo-
tent—it did not, after all, prevent Wil-
son from committing the US to the war 
on the side of the British. It became 
powerful, however, precisely because 
Wilson himself made national self- 
determination the cornerstone of his 
proposed postwar order. Wilson pro-
claimed in February 1918: 

National aspirations must be re-
spected; peoples may now be dom-
inated and governed only by their 
own consent. “Self- determination” 
is not a mere phrase. It is an im-
perative principle of action, which 
statesmen will henceforth ignore at 
their peril. 

Wilson was thinking of the peoples of 
the enemy empires, the small nations 
like Croatia and Bosnia-  Herzegovina 
that had been dominated in particular 
by Austria- Hungary and the Ottomans. 

But the newly radicalized separatists 
both in Ireland and in Irish America 
heard his words very differently. Were 
not the Irish a “people” with the right to 
be governed only by their own consent? 
To Wilson, the question was a mere ir-
ritant, the Irish themselves “untrust-
worthy and uncertain.” Though not 
known for his humor, he attempted an 
Irish joke at Versailles, telling the Brit-
ish prime minister David Lloyd George 
that the solution to the Irish question 
was to “give them Home Rule and re-
serve the moving- picture rights.” When 
the self- proclaimed Irish Republic sent 
an envoy, Sean T. O’Kelly, to Versailles, 
Wilson ignored him. He politely ac-
knowledged a petition from a young 
Vietnamese representative, Nguyen Ai 
Quoc, later to be better known as Ho 
Chi Minh. O’Kelly’s stream of letters, 
on the other hand, got no reply at all. 
It never occurred to Wilson that this 

Nurses in front of a shelled building in Dublin after the Easter Rising of 1916
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silly nuisance could have such conse-
quences for his sweeping settlement of 
the world’s problems.

But the resurgence of militant 
Irish separatism after the Easter Ris-
ing would turn out to be no laugh-
ing matter for Wilson. It exposed the 
contradiction in all his grand plans: self- 
determination was only for the former 
subjects of the defeated powers. It was 
not for the present subjects of the victo-
rious allies, not for the Irish or the In-
dians. This is what links the Chittagong 
raid of 1930 and Woodrow  Wilson’s 
gloom in 1921: the Easter Rising had 
staked a claim that was incompatible 
with the settlement that was supposed 
to pacify the world after World War I.  
Against the new world order, it pro-
posed an idea that was, and remains, 
fundamentally disorderly: that national 
self- determination is not granted from 
on high. It is not achieved by some slow 
process of proving oneself worthy of 
independence. It is enacted in a kind 
of sacred drama, a moment of reckless 
daring. It is the creation not of great-
power statecraft but of “heroic legend” 
forged in glorious self- sacrifice. This 
remains an immensely attractive and 
deeply troubling idea.

The Easter Rising of 1916 presents us 
with problems of perspective: it seems 
at once very large and very small. Its 
resonances with other nations in the 
British Empire and its consequences 
for the Wilsonian vision give it an out-
sized significance. And yet it was a tiny, 
intimate, and marginal affair. It was 
staged by a minority of a minority of 
Irish nationalists, a secretive faction of 
extremists within a radical movement 
that was itself dwarfed by the main-
stream of adherents to the moderate 
cause of Irish Home Rule within the 
United Kingdom and the British Em-
pire. The uprising was a mere drop in 
the cascade of blood that was drowning 
Europe. 

It was not even the most violent event 
involving Irish people during Easter 
week of 1916. In the Dublin Rising, 485 
people died. In the same week, around 
570 Irish soldiers met horrific deaths in 
German gas attacks on the 16th Irish 
Division at Hulluch, on the Western 
Front, alone. 

The rebels’ collective heroism was in 
reality somewhat limited. Their casu-
alty rates in the fighting were very light: 
over six days they lost between seven 
and thirteen dead per day, far fewer 
than either the Crown forces or the 
civilians who made up the majority of 
those killed. Even the notorious execu-
tions of fifteen rebels, which inflamed 
Irish and Irish- American opinion, were 
not, from a British perspective, particu-
larly harsh—shell-  shocked “deserters” 
were being executed on a regular basis.

Yet the Rising acquired its imagi-
native potency not in spite of its small 
scale, but precisely because of it. In-
deed, the great paradox of the Rising is 
that it became a big event by becoming 
ever smaller. Its power lay in its manu-
facture of highly individual and mean-
ingful deaths during a period of mass, 
apparently meaningless, slaughter. It 
was handcrafted martyrdom in an age 
of industrial massacre.

The most effective of the ballads in 
which the Rising was memorialized in 
song, “The Foggy Dew,” written in 1919 
by a Catholic parish priest, Charles 
O’Neill, evoked the “long- range guns” 

of the Great War and the mass deaths 
of Irish soldiers at Gallipoli:

’Twas far better to die ’neath an 
Irish sky,

Than at Suvla or Sud el Bar.

The very failure of the rebel plan 
to mobilize a mass army bestowed, in 
O’Neill’s religious evocation of holy 
war, a greater blessing on the “fearless 
men but few” who took on the might of 
empire. As in the myths of Thermopy-
lae or the Alamo, the mere fact of being 
few could make military failure heroic. 

Such is the glamour of the fearless 
few that it is hard to remember that 
the rebels were, in fact, supposed to be 
many. The most distinguished of the 
rebel leaders, Roger Casement, inter-
nationally renowned for his pioneering 
investigations into the abuses of indig-
enous peoples in the Congo and Peru, 
had traveled to Germany in November 
1914 with the aim of forging an alliance 
with the Reich, recruiting Irish pris-
oners of war for a national army, and 
landing these well- armed troops with 
German officers to support a rising in 
Ireland. 

Casement would become one of the 
martyrs of 1916 when he was hanged 
for high treason in Pentonville Prison 
in London, having been captured 
shortly after he landed on the Kerry 
coast from a German submarine. But 
his newly published diary, One Bold 
Deed of Open Treason, from the weeks 
leading up to the Rising, shows his 
horror at the thought that it would go 
ahead (as in fact it did) without serious 
German assistance or a real prospect 
of military success:

The whole thing appals me as a 
piece of the most ghastly folly—
or rather one of the most criminal 
attempts ever perpetrated . . . it is 
a scheme that can only bring fail-
ure—and probably something far 
worse than failure—disaster. . . . 
The right thing to do even now is to 
stop the whole thing—to delay it, 
until we are sure of the condition 
of things in Ireland, of the means at 
the disposal of our friends there . . . 
[I became] bitterly angry when I 
thought of Ireland, of those poor 
boys on Easter Sunday & Easter 
Monday waiting for the . . . rifles 
and the [German] officers—who 
will not be there. 

The failure to land German guns or 
to provide trained officers was exacer-
bated by the confusion that overtook 
the rebel leaders on Easter Saturday 
and Sunday. After Casement’s capture, 
Eoin MacNeill, the official head of the 
Irish Volunteers, who had been kept 
in the dark about the plans for an im-
mediate Rising, countermanded orders 
for a general mobilization. The number 
of volunteers who actually turned out 
on Easter Monday was certainly fewer 
than a thousand, along with 219 men 
and women from the socialist Irish 
Citizen Army. Even with additional re-
cruits during the week, the total rebel 
force, according to Fearghal  McGarry’s 
authoritative account, never numbered 
more than 1,500. 

This was indeed the “ghastly folly” 
that Casement had predicted—an oper-
ation large enough to cost hundreds of 
lives, leave thousands injured, and de-
stroy much of the inner city of Dublin, 
but far too small to have the slightest 

hope of being anything but a gesture. 
Objectively, the Rising was thus on 
the worst possible scale. Imaginatively, 
however, the scale was perfect. Not only 
was it intimate and personal—it would, 
in the aftermath, be made ever more so. 

The power of the Rising, the force 
that made it resonate in world history, 
came through the kind of repeated dis-
tillation that makes a spirit increasingly 
potent. And like good Irish whiskey, it 
was triple distilled. The first distillation 
was to strain out the awkward impurity 
of civilian deaths. Fifty- four percent of 
the fatalities were noncombatant civil-

ians, yet they seemed to disappear from 
the public memory of the event with 
astonishing rapidity. One of the great 
works of art to emerge from the Rising, 
Sean O’Casey’s play The Plough and 
the Stars, points toward the reason for 
this oblivion: many of these civilians 
were impoverished denizens of Dub-
lin’s notorious slums and thus people of 
no account. 

Many of them were, indeed, chil-
dren. Only very recently has the popu-
lar broadcaster Joe Duffy—tellingly, 
perhaps, not a professional historian—
managed to track down and name the 
forty children who died in the Rising. 
Many of these children, strikingly, 
came from families with one or more 
members who were fighting in the 
 British army in the Great War. 

John Foster, whose two- year- old son 
Sean was the youngest victim of the 
Rising, was himself already dead, killed 
in action in northern France. Eleanor 
Warbrook, aged fifteen, was shot in the 
face by a rebel when she accosted one of 
his colleagues in protest at the Rising. 
Her seventeen-  year- old brother John 
had died in the Royal Navy just four 
months previously. Christy Hickey, who 
was sixteen years old, was murdered, 
along with his father, by British troops 
during the Rising; his first cousin died 
in British uniform in France on the 
same day. This overlap may have made 
it easier to subsume the most poignant 
of the civilian deaths into the general 
slaughter of the war and therefore to 
deny them any place in public memory.

The second distillation was done by 
the British. The executions of fifteen 
chosen leaders, one by one, gave the 

Rising a precise and intensely personal 
meaning. It moved quickly from the 
wide shot of ghastly folly to the close-
 up of individual martyrdom. And even 
within that elite group of the dead, 
memory focused more tightly on the 
seven men who had actually signed the 
proclamation of the republic. There 
was something about the alliteration 
of “seven signatories” that served as a 
kind of mnemonic. Except for Case-
ment, who was already famous, those 
who were executed but who had not 
signed the proclamation—men like Mi-
chael Mallin, Ned Daly, and Michael 
O’Hanrahan—were reduced in retro-
spect to bit parts in the drama. 

The greatest evocation of the Rising, 
W. B. Yeats’s Easter, 1916, continued 
this process of distillation. He reduces 
the Rising to the literal intimacy of per-
sonal acquaintance—its opening words 
are “I have met them.” It becomes a list 
of names, a tiny band of rebel martyrs:

I write it out in a verse—
MacDonagh and MacBride
And Connolly and Pearse. . . .

Yeats even further reduces these dead 
men to lovable boys, imagining their 
names being murmured as a mother 
murmurs the name of a wild child on 
whom “sleep at last has come.”

The final distillation was to remove 
the impurities and complexities from 
the signers themselves. As Ruth Dud-
ley Edwards shows in her highly enter-
taining and engagingly irreverent The 
Seven, they were a complex and diverse 
bunch, politically and psychologically. 
Pearse arrived at an almost blasphe-
mous homoerotic identification of 
himself with Christ. Dudley Edwards 
writes, justifiably, that “delight in the 
faces and bodies of male children and 
adolescents along with suppressed 
desire ran and would continue to run 
throughout Pearse’s literary writings.” 
James Connolly was a tough Marxist 
agitator whose earlier career had in-
cluded, among other episodes, a long 
spell in the British army and being 
fired from the Singer sewing machine 
factory in Elizabeth, New Jersey, for 
stirring trouble. 

Joseph Plunkett was a Catholic 
mystic, educated at an English pub-
lic school, who suggested while in 
the General Post Office during the 
Rising that Ireland should become a 
monarchy under the Kaiser’s young-
est son, Prince Joachim Franz Hum-
bert of Prussia. Thomas Clarke, the 
old Fenian who was the driving force 
behind the Rising, had the old Fenian 
skepticism about the Catholic Church 
and passed it on to his protégé, Sean 
MacDermott. Thomas MacDonagh, a 
fine poet, said of himself and his wife 
Muriel that “neither of us ever go to 
Church or Chapel” and rejected any 
“form of dogmatic creed.” 

In death, these quirks were ironed out 
and the signatories became Catholic 
martyrs. As Fearghal McGarry notes: 

The complexities . . .were ob-
scured by the heroic narrative 
that emerged. Tom Clarke’s anti- 
clericalism, MacDonagh’s religious 
scepticism, and MacDermott’s bit-
ter diatribe against the political 
influence of the Catholic church 
would go unnoticed. 

Even the Marxist Connolly died a good 
Catholic, receiving Communion and 

Roger Casement and others on board  
a German submarine carrying them  

to Ireland, April 1916
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asking his Protestant wife to convert 
to the Roman faith. (Casement, a Prot-
estant, also converted before he was 
hanged.) 

It is important to remember that this 
whole process of distillation wasn’t 
 really planned. Pearse certainly had 
a mystical desire for martyrdom, but 
the forces that transformed the Rising 
from ghastly folly to luminous religious 
drama of sacrificial death were far be-
yond his control. Had the Rising actu-
ally broken out on a larger scale and 
become much bloodier, had the British 
refrained from executing the leaders, 
it would not have been possible for the 
event to be so personal and for those 
leaders to be reconfigured, not as mad 
radicals but as a communion of saints. 
Herein, perhaps, lies the answer to the 
question of why the Rising could be 
so potent and yet have been so hard 
to reproduce in other countries: its 
transformative effects were too deeply 
rooted in the historical accidents that 
turned it from a real mess into a radi-
ant metaphor.

There was a final act of reduction: 
the gradual absorption of the sacred 
drama of Easter 1916 into humdrum 
electoral politics. One of the ironies 
that surrounds the Rising is that the 
British state actually created the cir-
cumstances in which it could be retro-
spectively validated. 

The enormous difference between 
Ireland after the Rising and India at 
the time of the Chittagong armory raid 
is that the Irish could vote in a free elec-
tion. By another accident of history, 
the radicalization of public opinion in 

nationalist Ireland coincided precisely 
with a vast expansion of the electorate. 
At the end of World War I, and partly 
as a consequence of the mass mobiliza-
tions of the war years, the Representa-
tion of the People Act gave the vote to 
all men over the age of twenty- one and 
to all women over thirty. The forma-
tion of new public opinions happened 
to coincide with a huge amplification 
of public opinion itself through demo-
cratic politics.

The Sinn Féin party that emerged as 
the voice of militant nationalism after 
the Rising was able to win a majority 
of Irish seats in the 1918 Westminster 
election and use this electoral man-
date to withdraw from Westminster 
and establish its own Dáil Éireann 
(parliament of Ireland) in Dublin. 
This victory was paradoxical. On the 
one hand, it cast a glow of democratic 
legitimacy back onto the Rising, sug-
gesting that it was not a putsch but 
an expression of the popular will.  
On the other, this very claim conceded 
that legitimacy ultimately resides not 
in the sacramental power of martyr-
dom, but in the hard grind of electoral 
politics. 

This ambivalence has never been 
entirely resolved in the Irish national-
ist tradition, but it was most fully em-
bodied in the career of a single figure, 
Éamon de Valera. Again through pure 
accident, de Valera was the only rebel 
commander in the Rising not to be ex-
ecuted by the British—he was spared 
for a no more profound reason than the 
decision to halt the killings before his 
turn came to face the firing squad. He 
was low down on the list for execution 
because, as Ronan Fanning contends 

in his sharp new biography of de Val-
era, “he was unknown” and a “political 
nobody.” 

But mere survival made him, as 
Maurice Walsh puts it in Bitter Free-
dom, his vivid and absorbing history 
of the turbulent years after the Rising, 
“a living relic of the dead martyrs.”  
That aura clung to de Valera through-
out a spectacularly successful political 
career that ended only in 1973 when 
he finished his final term as president 
of Ireland, a title he was first given 
(wrongly) in 1919 when he embarked on 
an extensive tour of the United States 
to stir up Irish- American opinion and 
put pressure on Wilson to recognize 
Ireland as one of the small nations with 
a right to self- determination. 

Initially, being the living repre-
sentative of the dead martyrs meant 
insisting on the inviolable purity of 
the republic they had supposedly es-
tablished by their sacrifice. After the 
violent guerrilla war between the IRA 
and the Crown that lasted from 1919 
to 1921, de Valera opposed the com-
promise solution in which all but the 
six Protestant-  dominated northeast-
ern counties became an autonomous 
Irish Free State, still within the Brit-
ish Commonwealth. When he plunged 
the country into a vicious civil war by 
opposing the peace treaty with the 
British, he did so on the basis that the 
mandate of the martyrs gave him a sta-
tus that outweighed the views of the 
majority in Dáil Éireann:

Whenever I wanted to know what 
the Irish people wanted I had only 
to examine my own heart. . . . I, 
therefore, am holding to this policy 

[of rejecting compromise], first of 
all, because if I was the only man 
in Ireland left of those of 1916—as 
I was Senior Officer left—I will go 
down in that creed to my grave. . . . 
I hope when I die I will get a   
Fenian grave. 

Yet de Valera gradually came to ac-
cept that political legitimacy could not, 
after all, be founded on a personal 
communion with the ghosts of the 
martyred dead. After his defeat in the 
civil war, he returned to democratic 
politics and proved himself a bril-
liant electoral campaigner and a wily, 
subtle, and supremely skillful politi-
cian. Just as he embodied the Rising, 
he also came to embody its submer-
gence in the ordinary life of democratic  
government.

Hence, in the end, the odd legacy of 
the 1916 Rising. It proved to be both 
startlingly powerful and, as an exam-
ple, largely useless. For all that they 
idolized the martyrs, those who fol-
lowed them in militant Irish national-
ism did not attempt to stage their sacred 
drama ever again. The Chittagong re-
vival of the Easter Rising is a footnote 
in Indian history. Indian independence 
was achieved through radically differ-
ent means. In Ireland itself, the claim 
to derive political legitimacy from the 
Rising alone, rather than from demo-
cratic politics, is made only by a dwin-
dling band of fanatics. The temptation 
to short- circuit history through acts of 
heroic violence may never disappear. 
But to evoke Easter 1916 as a sanction 
for such acts is to miss the improbable, 
extraordinary, and highly qualified 
 nature of its success. 
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The Huge and Dire Consequences  
of the Fed

James Surowiecki

The Courage to Act: 
A Memoir of a Crisis  
and Its Aftermath
by Ben S. Bernanke. 
Norton, 610 pp., $35.00

The Federal Reserve is the most pow-
erful institution in the US economy. 
It has also become, in recent years, 
among the most unpopular. The main 
source of discontent with the Fed is its 
actions during the financial crisis and 
Great Recession of 2007–2009, and the 
slow recovery that followed, actions 
that have come under fire from both 
the left and the right. Progressives have 
attacked the Fed for orchestrating the 
bailouts of big Wall Street banks and 
for neglecting the interests of ordinary 
Americans. Conservatives, meanwhile, 
have blasted the Fed not just for the 
bailouts but also for supposedly risk-
ing hyperinflation and the debasement 
of the dollar by keeping interest rates 
“artificially” low. 

Against this backdrop, The Courage 
to Act, former Federal Reserve chair-
man Ben Bernanke’s memoir of the 
crisis and its aftermath, is a persuasive, 
if self- interested, corrective. The Cour-
age to Act is an unusual memoir. Per-
haps because of Bernanke’s famously 
even- keeled personality (Secretary of 
the Treasury Timothy Geithner dubbed 
him “the Buddha of central banking”), 
his book contains almost no gossip or 
personal attacks. Nor is it especially 
revealing about the emotional experi-
ence of presiding over what Bernanke 
has called “the worst financial crisis in 
global history.” What it offers instead 
is a surprisingly rigorous discussion of 
the economics and theory of monetary 
policy and the management of financial 
crises, filtered through a blow- by- blow 
account of Bernanke’s tenure at the 
Fed. 

As that description suggests, The 
Courage to Act is a somewhat dry 
book. But it’s also an important one. 
Bernanke clearly wants the book to be 
read as a vindication, showing not just 
why he did what he did, but also why 
what he did was right. And that’s not an 
unreasonable ambition—he deserves a 
great deal of credit for his management 
of the crisis and of the Fed’s monetary 
policy in the post-recession years. But 
what his book also shows, perhaps in 
spite of itself, is how the Fed’s actions 
are often circumscribed by ideology 
and politics, in ways that are damaging 
to the economy as a whole. It helps us 
understand why even the most capable 
technocrats sometimes fall short of our 
expectations. And since today’s Fed is 
wrestling with many of the same issues 
of monetary policy and bank regula-
tion that Bernanke did, his book has as 
much to say about the present as it does 
about the past. 

Bernanke first came to the Fed as a 
governor in the summer of 2002, leav-
ing a post as a professor of economics at 
Princeton, where he had spent much of 
his career working on the economics of 
the Great Depression (something that 

would turn out to be quite useful). He 
arrived with the economy still recover-
ing from the 2001 recession, and stayed 
for almost three years. He then served 
as chairman of George Bush’s Council 
of Economic Advisers before return-
ing to the Fed as chairman in February 
2006. During this time, the economy 
began growing briskly, unemployment 
fell, the housing sector boomed, and 
the chair of the Fed, Alan Greenspan, 
was being acclaimed as a wizard of 
central banking. Not far beneath the 
surface, though, disaster was brewing, 
in the form of reckless lending and a 
metastasizing housing bubble. Rather 
remarkably, with few exceptions, the 
people in charge of the Fed weren’t  
really paying attention.

In the public mind, the Fed’s main 
function is the management of mon-
etary policy—moving interest rates 
up or down in order to achieve its twin 
goals of full employment and stable 
prices. But the Fed is also responsible 
for supervising and regulating much of 
the banking system. And during the 
housing boom the Fed did a shockingly 
poor job of supervision and regulation. 
Fed governors like Ned Gramlich did 
raise questions about the excesses in 
the subprime lending market, and there 

were periodic expressions of concern 
about the possibility of a bubble. But 
for the most part, the Fed gave banks 
and other lenders free rein to make 
whatever kind of loans they wanted, 
including loans with no attempt to 
verify borrowers’ income, no- money- 
down loans, loans to borrowers with 
poor credit scores, and loans that were 
all three of these at once. As a result, 
as the boom progressed, banks made 
more and more loans that were less and 
less likely to ever be paid back. And 
that meant the chances of a serious fi-
nancial crisis rose precipitously.

This was not inevitable. The Fed had 
the authority to ban lending practices 
that it thought were exploitative or 
reckless. Greenspan could also have 
spoken out publicly about the danger of 
a bubble. Yet very little was done until 
far too late. (The Fed didn’t even re-
quire institutions to verify borrowers’ 
ability to repay their loans until 2007.) 
Some have ascribed this failure to Wall 
Street’s capture of regulators, with the 
Fed seeing banks not as entities to be 
regulated, but as clients to be helped. 
But ideology seems to have played an 
even bigger part. Greenspan’s convic-
tion that self- interest would prevent 
the banks from imperiling their own 

existence with bad loans led him, and 
by extension the Fed, to minimize the 
risks that were building. 

This was compounded by the fact 
that the Fed did not have a good pic-
ture of how those risks would ripple 
out through the increasingly intercon-
nected financial system, to disastrous 
effect. Some of this was the result of 
the government’s balkanized system 
of banking regulation, which put dif-
ferent financial institutions under 
the supervision of different agencies. 
Some of it was the result of the rise of 
what’s called shadow banking—finan-
cial transactions outside the traditional 
banking system, conducted by hedge 
funds, mortgage companies, and in-
vestment banks, among others. And 
some of it was simply a failure to con-
nect the dots. When Bernanke took 
over as chairman in 2006, he had no 
idea what was coming. Indeed, as late 
as May 2007, he famously told Con-
gress, “We do not expect significant 
spillovers from the subprime market 
to the rest of the economy or to the fi-
nancial system.” It was a statement that 
revealed just how out of touch the Fed 
had become. 

Still, if the Fed’s performance in the 
years leading up to the financial crisis 
was dismal (more dismal than Ber-
nanke acknowledges), it redeemed it-
self, to some degree, by its performance 
during the crisis. That may sound pe-
culiar, given that the Fed has taken 
far more flak for its actions during the 
crisis than for its supervisory neglect. 
Anger over the bailouts that Bernanke 
organized helped propel the rise of the 
Tea Party, Occupy Wall Street, and, 
eventually, Bernie Sanders’s insurgent 
campaign. Yet in retrospect, it’s hard 
to quarrel too much with the job Ber-
nanke did in stemming the crisis and 
mitigating the damage it wreaked. 

Clearly the Fed was too slow to rec-
ognize the severity of the crash, and 
too cautious in its initial response. But 
once Bernanke awoke to what was 
happening, he proved willing to do 
almost anything to keep the financial 
system—and the economy—from slid-
ing into the abyss. The Fed rolled out 
a remarkable array of programs and 
initiatives—many of them new and un-
tested—to keep credit flowing, not just 
to banks but to businesses of all stripes. 
Not all of these programs worked as 
Bernanke had hoped, but their cumu-
lative effect was to make the Great Re-
cession less painful and less severe than 
it might have been (and it still turned 
out to be very painful). The Fed’s char-
ter gives it enormous leeway in the way 
it exercises power, and Bernanke used 
every bit of it (and then some—a fed-
eral court ruled recently that the Fed-
organized takeover of insurance giant 
AIG was technically illegal).

Part of what the Fed did, of course, 
was help bail out struggling financial 
institutions, instead of letting them fail. 
And that’s been the source of much 
of the criticism of Bernanke. The Fed 
(and the Treasury Department) were 

Ben Bernanke
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attacked for not simply letting the 
weakest big banks fail, or, alternatively, 
for not nationalizing them—taking 
them over, booting out management, 
wiping out shareholders, and forcing 
bondholders to take haircuts. Doing 
so, the argument goes, would have 
helped cleanse the system of bad debts. 
It would have mitigated the problem 
of moral hazard, whereby banks took 
excessive risks because they expected 
protection from the consequences of 
failure. And it would have been mor-
ally just. 

Bernanke, not surprisingly, sees 
things very differently. His academic 
work on the Great Depression, with 
its waves of bank failures, convinced 
him that financial institutions are not 
just mechanical intermediaries mov-
ing money from people who have it to 
people who want to borrow it. Instead, 
they play an active and essential part in 
the provision of credit, which he terms 
“the financial accelerator.” When that 
breaks down, it amplifies the dam-
age from an economic downturn. At 
the same time, financial failures are 
contagious—the system becomes a ve-
hicle for the transmission of fear and 
risk aversion. That leads lenders to 
pull back on credit and call in loans, 
which forces institutions to raise cash 
by dumping assets at fire- sale prices, 
further weakening the system. Panic 
doesn’t just reflect economic woes, in 
Bernanke’s view: it worsens them. As 
he puts it:

I believed then and believe now 
that the severity of the panic it-
self—as much as or more so than 
its immediate triggers (most prom-
inently, subprime mortgage lend-
ing abuses and the house price 
bubble)—was responsible for the 
enormous financial and economic 
costs of the crisis. 

As a consequence, Bernanke believed 
that it was the Fed’s responsibility to 
be the “lender of last resort,” providing 
credit freely to creditworthy borrow-
ers in order to prevent the panic from 
spreading, rather than letting other-
wise solvent firms go under. 

Bernanke was similarly leery of na-
tionalization, which he argues would 
have been an operational “nightmare.” 
(It’s also not clear that the Fed had the 
legal authority to take over large bank 
holding companies.) Some of this cau-
tion was clearly ideological: he says that 
he was skeptical of the government’s 
ability to run a bank well. He also 
feared that nationalization would ag-
gravate the panic, as shareholders and 
lenders fled from any bank that seemed 
to be at risk of being taken over. And 
he believed that the banks were in bet-
ter shape than many observers did, and 
that if the panic could be quelled, they 
would return to reasonable health rela-
tively quickly. 

In the event, this was precisely what 
happened. When the government ran 
a stress test in the spring of 2009 that 
showed that the banks, while in bad 
shape, were not beyond saving, finan-
cial markets stabilized, panic started to 
fade, and within a couple of months the 
recession was officially over. 

The result of all this was that the US 
financial crisis ended up costing tax-
payers surprisingly little, in sharp con-
trast to most financial crises. Bernanke 
says that the Fed made 21,000 loans 
during the period, and all of them were 

paid back. The Troubled Asset Relief 
Program (TARP), which was passed 
by Congress, also ended up not losing 
any money. It’s certainly true that all 
of these loans—which were made at 
below- market rates—were a subsidy to 
banks and businesses. And it’s galling 
that these loans meant, in part, that the 
very companies that had helped cause 
the financial crisis were able to sur-
vive it, even as none of the executives 
in charge of these firms have faced 
any real legal consequences for their 
failures. But as Bernanke correctly ar-
gues, the job of a central bank in times 
of crisis is not to dispense justice. It’s to 
stabilize the system. And by that mea-
sure, the Fed did precisely what it was 
designed to do. 

The end of the crisis in the summer 
of 2009 was really just the beginning 
of Bernanke’s work. Even though the 
economy was no longer officially in 
recession, it remained extraordinarily 
weak. Demand was low. Lenders were 
skittish, making credit hard to come by, 
and few of those who could get credit 
were very interested in borrowing or in-
vesting. Consumers were dealing with 
the debt overhang from the bubble and 
the collapse in housing prices, which 
had left many of them with underwa-
ter mortgages. And there was no obvi-
ous replacement for the housing boom, 
which had driven economic growth in 
the years leading up to the crash. 

Bernanke was unusually well 
equipped to deal with this problem. 
In the early 2000s, in fact, he had be-
come famous when he argued, in a 
discussion of the Japanese economy—
which had been locked in a deflation-
ary spiral following the collapse of its 
own asset bubble—that the Bank of 
Japan was not, as some had argued, 
trapped by the fact that interest rates 
were close to zero (meaning they could 
not be slashed further). If worst came 
to worst, Bernanke argued, the Bank 
of Japan could pump money into the 
economy by buying long- term assets. 
Or if it really wanted to get creative, 
it could engage in a “helicopter drop” 
of money. The Japanese government 
could cut taxes, and the Bank of Japan 
could finance it by buying bonds, which 
in effect would mean printing money 
and putting it directly into people’s 
bank accounts. Bernanke believed that 
central banks had all the necessary 
tools at their disposal to combat de-
flation and jumpstart economic activ-
ity. All that was required was what he 
called “Rooseveltian resolve.”

That sounded great when Bernanke 
said it. But the story The Courage to 
Act tells is the story of his discovery 
that Rooseveltian resolve was easier 
in theory than in practice. Bernanke 
seemed to be exactly the right person 
at the right time. He was someone who 
understood the need to use monetary 
policy aggressively to get the economy 
moving again, and who was willing to 
push the bounds of convention. Yet in 
the end, as far as he went, he could not 
quite bring himself to go as far as he 
needed to go. And the result was that 
the post- crisis recovery has arguably 
been the weakest in American history. 

Of course, the idea that the Fed 
did too little will sound absurd to 
many, since by historical standards 
Fed policy was very aggressive. Hav-
ing slashed interest rates to near 
zero, Bernanke committed the Fed to  
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holding rates down for as long as it 
took. He enormously expanded pur-
chases of long- term Treasury bonds and 
mortgage- backed securities, in what 
came to be known as “quantitative eas-
ing,” in order to help bring down long- 
term interest rates, encouraging people 
to borrow and invest. (That also made 
it easier for homeowners to refinance, 
lessening their debt loads and putting 
more money into their pockets.) 

In the process, Bernanke quintupled 
the Fed’s assets from $800 billion to 
more than $4 trillion. And he persisted 
in this easy- money policy despite a 
sharp political backlash. Rick Perry, 
when he was running for the presi-
dential nomination in 2012, famously 
called Bernanke “almost treasonous” 
and said, “We would treat him pretty 
ugly down in Texas.” Newt Gingrich 
called him “the most inflationary, 
dangerous, and power- centered chair-
man . . . in the history of the Fed.” Sena-
tor Bob Corker accused Bernanke of 
“throwing seniors under the bus.” 

Much of this criticism was simply po-
litical posturing, but it also reflected an 
obsession with the specter of inflation, 
which haunted everything the Fed did 
following the financial crisis. And spec-
ter is precisely what it was: while Re-
publican politicians and hawkish Fed 
members constantly fretted that infla-
tion was about to get out of control, it 
never did. In fact, inflation stayed his-
torically low—in the US it’s been below 
the Fed’s 2 percent target for almost 
the entire post- crisis period. But the 
failure of inflation to materialize never 
calmed the Fed’s critics, who insisted 
that “loose” monetary policy would ul-
timately lead to disaster. 

Bernanke, to his credit, did not buy 
any of this. Indeed congressional Re-
publicans’ ill- informed attacks seem to 
have driven him out of the GOP. (“I had 
lost patience with Republicans’ suscep-
tibility to the know- nothing- ism of the 
far right,” he writes. “I didn’t leave the 
Republican Party. I felt that the party 
left me.”) And yet, at the same time, it 
seems clear that politics and ideology, 
both within the Fed and outside it, lim-
ited the institution’s range of possibili-
ties and made it difficult to contemplate 
actions more radical than quantitative 
easing. If expanding the Fed’s balance 
sheet to $4 trillion didn’t get the econ-
omy moving fast enough, it could have 
taken it to $8 trillion. Or it could have 
set a higher inflation target—3 or 4 per-
cent—which would have pumped more 
money into the economy, and encour-
aged spending and investment (since 
inflation erodes the value of money 
that’s just sitting in a bank account). 
Or it could even have pushed for a “he-
licopter drop” of money (though that 
would have required the approval of 
Congress). The Bernanke who coun-
seled Japan on how to fight stagnation 
might well have recommended one of 
these approaches. The Bernanke who 
ran the Fed ultimately decided against 
them.

In Bernanke’s defense, the Fed had 
almost no help from the rest of the gov-
ernment in its efforts to get the US econ-
omy moving again. After the stimulus 
package of 2009, fiscal policy actually 
became a drag on the economy, rather 
than a boost, as city and state gov-
ernments cut spending and President 
Obama pivoted, needlessly, toward re-
ducing the budget. While debt relief for 

underwater homeowners could have 
helped consumers and boosted eco-
nomic growth, neither Congress nor 
the Obama administration showed any 
interest in meaningful debt relief. In-
deed, when the Fed offered a proposal 
for mortgage writedowns, it was repri-
manded by Republican congressmen 
for interfering in “fiscal policy.” 

Bernanke is right, then, when he says 
that when it came to getting the econ-
omy growing briskly again, the Fed was 
“the only game in town.” Even so, that 
was the Fed’s job, and it’s hard to say 
it really succeeded. Economies com-
ing out of steep recessions typically 
see sharp rebounds. Yet the economy 
has grown more slowly in this recov-
ery than in any other post- recession 
recovery. Median household incomes 
are still lower than they were in 2007. 
The unemployment rate stayed high for 
years after the crisis, and while it has 
fallen steeply since, the percentage of 
the population that’s employed (the 
so- called employment- to- population 
ratio) is still significantly lower than it 
was a decade ago. It’s true that the US 
recovery has been stronger than that in 
Europe, which suggests that had Ber-
nanke not been in charge, things would 
have been worse. But they could also 
have been better.

Bernanke retired in early 2014. But 
the fundamental issues that he wrestled 
with—how to make the financial sys-
tem more stable; how to use monetary 
policy to get the economy moving—are 
still very much with us. In some cases, 
progress has been made. The hands- off 
approach to financial regulation that 
the Fed—and, indeed, nearly all finan-
cial regulators—took before the crisis 
has been replaced by a more rigorous 
and active approach, thanks in part to 
the much- maligned Dodd-Frank bill. 

The establishment of the Con-
sumer Financial Protection Bureau, 
for instance, means that there is now a 
genuinely independent agency whose 
mission is protecting consumer inter-
ests (something the Fed was supposed 
to do, but never cared much about). 
Credit card reform has saved consum-
ers tens of billions of dollars in un-
necessary fees. The establishment of 
what’s called the Financial Stability 
Oversight Council means, in principle, 
that financial regulators are now look-
ing at broad systemic risk and how 
the various parts of the system inter-
act with one another. Most important, 
banks now face higher capital require-
ments, which means they have more 
of a cushion for absorbing losses when 
things go wrong, and they face tougher 
restrictions on certain types of risky 
behavior. The Fed, which has the re-
sponsibility for setting these capital re-
quirements, has required the country’s 
biggest banks to carry more capital, in 
effect making it more expensive to be a 
bigger bank. 

These are meaningful changes. But 
for Wall Street critics like Bernie Sand-
ers and Elizabeth Warren, they have not 
gone far enough. They argue that the 
country’s biggest banks are still too big 
(bigger, in fact, than before the crisis) 
and too powerful, and that they should 
therefore be broken up. That would 
presumably decrease their influence 
in Washington and reduce the chances 
that another TARP-style bailout would 
be necessary. Bernanke is not as cat-
egorically opposed to this idea as you 

might think he would be. While he 
ultimately comes down against break-
ing up the banks, he also says “there is 
something fundamentally wrong with 
a system in which some companies are 
‘too big to fail.’”

The real question for him is whether, 
now that Dodd-Frank has given regu-
lators new tools to take over and wind 
down failing financial institutions, reg-
ulators will be able to successfully shut 
down a big bank without destabilizing 
the system as a whole. If regulators be-
lieve they won’t be able to do so, he con-
cludes, “they should use their authority 
under existing law to break up or sim-
plify the largest firms.” But we should 
wait to do that until “other, more incre-
mental options”—like higher capital 
requirements and better regulation—
“have been tried and found wanting.”

That’s not exactly a strong call to 
action. But it exemplifies Bernanke’s 
incrementalist, technocratic approach, 
and his relative indifference to issues 
of power and influence. In economic 
terms, it’s not clear that breaking up the 
big banks will make much of a differ-
ence, or that it will make the financial 
system more stable. (Canada’s bank-
ing system, famously, is dominated by 
five big banks, but has been histori-
cally much more stable than ours.) In 
political terms, though, breaking up 
the banks would be a powerful blow 
against the power of finance. But that’s 
not an issue Bernanke seems all that 
interested in. 

When it comes to the stability of the 
financial system, then, what we can say 
is that the system is safer than it was, 
but still far from safe. When it comes 
to monetary policy, the picture is simi-
larly mixed. Bernanke’s experience at 
the Fed offers crucial lessons for poli-
cymakers today. One is that monetary 
policy is not enough—when the econ-
omy is struggling, we need fiscal policy, 
through government spending and/or 
tax cuts, to give it a boost. Another is 
that monetary policy would be more 
effective if politicians and policymak-
ers were less obsessed with the threat 
of inflation and more willing to tolerate 
creative policies from the Fed. Perhaps 
the most important lesson is that ultra- 
low interest rates are not necessarily 
inflationary, and are often exactly what 
a weak economy needs. 

While it’s fair to criticize Bernanke 
for not doing enough to get the economy 
moving again, he also deserves a great 
deal of credit for standing firm against 
the inflation hawks, and for refusing to 

raise interest rates. (After Bernanke 
cut the basic rate the Fed controls—
the fed funds rate—to 0.25 percent in 
2008, he never raised it, and it’s only 
been hiked once since he left the Fed in 
2014.) He could have pushed harder on 
the gas pedal, but at least he never hit 
the brakes. And that’s one reason why 
the recovery in the US, disappointing 
as it’s been, has still been stronger than 
in other developed countries.

What’s unclear is how well these les-
sons have been learned. Today’s Fed, 
for instance, has been under a lot of 
pressure to end its “easy- money” poli-
cies and start raising rates at a steady 
clip. With unemployment below 5 per-
cent and inflation close to the Fed tar-
get of 2 percent, conventional wisdom 
has been that it’s time for interest rates 
to go back to “normal,” lest inflation fi-
nally rear up. Indeed, earlier this year, 
the Fed was preparing to raise rates be-
fore a weak jobs report in May derailed 
those plans, and Fed chair Janet Yellen 
recently suggested that because of the 
strengthening economy, rate hikes are 
likely in the near future. 

Yet if you look past the headline 
numbers, you have to wonder what the 
hurry is. Inflation is stable. GDP growth 
in the first half of the year looks to have 
been around 2 percent. The economy 
has been creating a reasonable num-
ber of new jobs, but the percent of em-
ployed Americans between twenty-five 
and fifty-four is still lower than it was 
in 2007. Real wage growth has finally 
started to speed up, but that’s after 
many years when wages barely grew at 
all.

Given all this, the fact that some in-
vestors and retirees think interest-rate 
hikes are now necessary is a sign that 
the old ways of thinking about mon-
etary policy are still powerful. And, 
sadly, the current presidential cam-
paign has done little to change those 
ways of thinking, if only because the 
issue of interest rates has barely been 
discussed during the campaign. While 
Hillary Clinton and Donald Trump 
have said quite a bit about their eco-
nomic programs, they’ve generally 
focused on things like infrastructure 
spending and trade, while saying al-
most nothing about the Fed.

That’s unfortunate. Monetary policy 
is, to be fair, an academic, often eso-
teric, subject. But what The Courage to 
Act shows is that its consequences are 
anything but academic—in fact, noth-
ing has a bigger impact on the lives 
of American workers. The American 
economy’s failure to grow as fast after 
the crisis as it did before has cost the 
US trillions of dollars in lost GDP. It’s 
kept employment down, and it’s kept 
workers from earning higher wages, 
since the only thing that leads to higher 
wages in today’s economy is a tight job 
market. 

The Federal Reserve, in other 
words, is too important not to be an 
issue in this year’s campaign. Because 
while the economy certainly needs 
more fiscal stimulus, it also needs a 
Fed that, while aware of the threat of 
inflation, is not paranoid about it, and 
that’s more concerned with economic 
growth than with getting interest rates 
back to “normal.” What we need, in 
other words, is a Fed that understands 
the one thing Bernanke got unques-
tionably right: when it comes to raising 
interest rates, sometimes what a cen-
tral banker needs most is the courage 
not to act.  

Janet Yellen
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Day and night,
I copy the Diamond Sutra
of Prajnaparamita.
My writing looks more and more 

square.
It proves that I have not gone 

entirely
insane, but the tree I drew
hasn’t grown a leaf.

—from “I Copy the Scriptures,”  
in Empty Chairs

Every month, the Chinese poet, pho-
tographer, and artist Liu Xia boards 
a train bound for the country’s north. 
Carrying food and books and escorted 
by four plainclothes police officers, she 
heads for a prison in the city of Jinzhou 
where her husband, the Nobel Peace 
Prize laureate Liu Xiaobo, is serving a 
sentence for subversion of state power. 
The ritual rarely varies: rising early to 
get the morning train, a short visit, and 
the train back.

The ride used to take six hours each 
way but Ms. Liu now makes it in just 
three—a tribute to the power and 
might of a state that rolls out high-
speed rail lines as quickly as it snaps up 
those who oppose its vision of China’s 
future. Now fifty-five years old, Ms. Liu 
is one of those victims: a small, fragile 
woman with extremely short-cropped 
hair that sets off her high cheek bones 
and bright, wide eyes. 

She has lived under strict police sur-
veillance ever since her husband won 
his prize in 2010, one year into his 
eleven-year prison term. For more than 
three years, she could not see friends or 
even receive phone calls. Those close to 
her spoke of her becoming unbalanced 
from the pressure. When Associated 
Press journalists snuck past guards and 
knocked on her door in 2012, she trem-
bled, cried, and said her situation was 
“Kafkaesque.” In 2014, people close to 
her reported that she was hospitalized 
due to heart ailments and depression.

Now friends say that she is regaining 
strength and devoting herself to read-
ing and writing. While her husband is 
most famous for his blunt, sarcastic, and 
highly topical essays, Ms. Liu’s works 
have taken longer to become known—
not surprising for an artist who cannot 
publish or exhibit in her home coun-
try. But her poems and artworks are 
emerging in their own right as major 
statements about life under authori-
tarianism and reaching a more global 
audience thanks to a newly translated 
volume of her poetry and a biography 

of her husband that includes large sec-
tions on her own life. In addition, new 
translations of Liu Xiaobo’s poetry 
show the central part that his wife has 
played over the past two decades.

Some of his poems are collected in 
June Fourth Elegies, a book mainly 
devoted to those honoring the victims 
of the Tiananmen Square massacre of 
June 4, 1989. The last section of the 
book, however, includes five poems to 
Liu Xia, many of them written dur-
ing an earlier time in prison, such as 
“Greed’s Prisoner”:

Beloved
my wife
in this dust-weary world of
so much depravity
why do you
choose me alone to endure 

Reading Liu Xia’s poems, there’s no 
doubt that she has had much to endure. 
Some of the poems in Empty Chairs 
deal with her mother-in-law, who mo-
nopolized visits to her son in the 1990s. 
In a 1997 poem, “A Mother,” Liu Xia 
writes of how “only by hating me/can 
she show her aging love for her son.” 

Since then, of course, the price Liu Xia 
pays has been steeper than a tense fam-
ily life. She is under twenty-four-hour 
police surveillance, only allowed to 
visit a circumscribed group of friends, 
and always with police accompani-
ment. She gets one hour a month with 
her husband, and is only allowed to see 
him through glass and to talk through 
a telephone receiver. Her brother was 
sentenced to eleven years in prison 
on grounds of vague “economic 
crimes,” a blow to her family that she 
writes about in a poem called “Snow.”  
Even her own ability to create art 
seems damaged by her relationship to 
Liu Xiaobo; in an untitled poem from 
2009, she writes of her husband’s blind-
ness to it:

You love your wife and are proud 
she stays with you

through the darkness; you let her 
do what she wants, write for you

even after death, but in her verses 
there are no sounds. None.

And yet her poetry is not obsessively 
about their relationship—and indeed 
many of her poems were written before 
they married. Of those written later, 
many can be read biographically, but 
they also speak more broadly about 
worry, waiting, and longing. 

Most striking are three images that 
must count as some of the most power-
ful symbols of the long struggle by 
Chinese dissidents for rights: birds, 

trees, and chairs. The empty chair 
has of course come to symbolize Liu 
Xiaobo—a chair was left empty for 
him at the Nobel awards ceremony and 
for a short while in China it became a 
symbol on the Internet for a man whose 
name is banned in China. Liu Xia had 
created this image for her missing hus-
band as far back as his 1990s prison 
stay. In the 1997 poem “Shadow,” dedi-
cated “for Xiaobo,” she uses all three 
metaphors to describe her sense of 
loss—not only her missing husband, 
but the missing years from her life:

A chair and a pipe
wait for you in vain.
No one sees you walking down the 

street.
In your eyes, a bird is flying,
green fruit hangs from a tree 

without leaves—
since that morning, the fruit refuses
to ripen in the fall.

In earlier poems, the bird is more 
mysterious—a specter that comes and 
goes, almost as if inspiring her. In a 
1983 poem, “One Bird Then Another,” 
when she was still married to another 
man, she wrote:

Back then,
we were always talking
about the bird. Not knowing
where it came from—the bird,
the bird—it brought us
warmth and laughter.

In his introduction to Empty Chairs, 
the exiled writer Liao Yiwu writes 

that the bird once referred to a gig-
gly, slightly manic Liu Xia. She was 
such an inspiring poet that even back 
in 1982 an aspiring writer like Liao 
would make a three-day journey from 
Sichuan to Beijing to seek her out. He 
writes of visiting her home in Beijing, 
which was already a popular salon for 
freethinkers:

The bird called Liu Xia lived in 
a large cage-like room on the 
twenty-second floor of a building 
on West Double Elm Tree Lane in 
Beijing. I traveled from Sichuan to 
meet her and climbed up the stairs 
as the elevator was broken. From 
the moment I knocked on the cage 
door, Liu Xia never stopped gig-
gling. Her chin became pointy when 
she smiled, and she laughed like a 
bird, unrestrained. . . .  Talking, we 
giggled for no good reason. Tears 
fell while we were still laughing.

The two became close friends, with 
Liu Xia able to drink so much that Liao 
called her his “drinking master.” After 
she met Liu Xiaobo in the 1980s, her 
ability to drink drove her nondrinking 
husband slightly crazy, and Liao recalls 
how Liu Xia would make her husband 
pour her wine as if he were her servant. 

Once they started living together in 
the early 1990s, Liu Xia and Liu Xiaobo 
became inseparable. Her importance 
in his life is discussed in detail in Steel 
Gate to Freedom, the exiled writer Yu 
Jie’s biography of Liu Xiaobo. Yu, a 
prominent Christian and best-selling 
essayist who now lives in Washington,* 
spent years collecting information on 
the couple before he left China. It is 
the only full-length biography of Liu, 
portraying him as a complex figure—
devoted to political reform, idealistic, 
and unremittingly self-critical, but also 
promiscuous, callous toward his first 
wife, and reckless. What becomes clear 
in reading it is that Liu Xiaobo’s matu-
ration came largely from his relation-
ship with Liu Xia.

In these colorful and closely reported 
chapters, we see the daily rituals that 
held their lives together. One was eat-
ing—the two seemed to have insatiable 
appetites, driving around Beijing to their 
favorite Sichuan and Huaiyang restau-
rants. Yu describes their favorite dishes, 
which they washed down with wine 
(Liu Xia) and Coke (Liu Xiaobo). Liu 
Xia was also a great cook and would 
scour Beijing’s foreign grocery stores for 
hard-to-find ingredients for feasts she 
would cook at home for their friends.

They had met in the 1980s but be-
came close only after Tiananmen. In 
1995, Liu Xiaobo was detained for 
writing an open letter calling for basic 
rights and then formally sentenced in 
1996 to three years in prison. Liu Xia 
traveled regularly up to the labor camp 
and—in a phrase that is now legend-
ary—told the guards that “I want to 
marry that enemy of the state!” Even-
tually she did, while he was still in 

‘The Songs of Birds’
Ian Johnson

Nobel Peace Prize laureate Liu Xiaobo and his wife Liu Xia in an undated photograph 
taken before he was sent to prison for ‘subversion of state power’ after he helped to write 

Charter 08, a petition that called for ‘freedom of speech, freedom of the press,  
and academic freedom’ in China. She remains under house arrest  

at their apartment in Beijing.

*See my “China’s ‘Fault Lines’: Yu Jie 
On His New Biography of Liu Xiaobo,” 
NYR Daily, July 14, 2012.
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prison; their wedding banquet was in 
the prison cafeteria.

Back in Beijing, she wrote him a 
postcard every day of his prison term 
expressing her love. Because she could 
not mail the cards, she stuck them on 
the walls, so when he came home he 
found more than a thousand plastered 
around the apartment. 

The couple had only nine years to-
gether as husband and wife. In 2008, 
hundreds of leading intellectuals signed 
a document called Charter 08, which set 
out to emulate Charter 77, a loose as-
sociation of people in Czechoslovakia 
who, defying the imposed Soviet system, 
made a public case for basic civil rights. 
The Chinese document (published in 
these pages on January 15, 2009) called 

for freedom, human rights, equality, 
republicanism, democracy, and con-
stitutional rule. More than 350 people 
initially signed the document, many 
because of Liu Xiaobo’s involvement 
as one of its authors. His support gave 
it credibility and made it widely known.

For Liu Xia, none of this was of di-
rect interest. More of an anarchist than 
a democrat, she rarely read what he 
wrote. Yu quotes her as saying: “But 
when you live with someone like that, 
even if you don’t care about politics, 
politics cares about you.” Her political 
instincts, though, were accurate after 
he was arrested. Many friends forecast 
a speedy release, but Liu Xia predicted 
ten years. She was only one year off. 

Despite her sense of humor, the pres-
sure has been enormous. Yu writes that 
she suffered from hormone imbalances, 
skin rashes, chronic insomnia, and re-
lied on pills or wine to get through the 
night: “Two prisoners, one in a visible 
cell, the other in an invisible one.” 

During all this tumult, her poetry re-
mained precise, focused, and grounded 
in the interiority of daily life—very dif-
ferent from the large-scale ideas of her 
husband, or the lofty “Misty” poetry 
popular in China and abroad in the 
1980s. A perceptive afterword to Empty 
Chairs by the translators Ming Di and 

Jennifer Stern helps us understand Liu 
Xia’s place in the sometimes confusing 
world of Chinese poetry and literature. 
As they note, Liu Xia was a fan of Sylvia 
Plath but unlike many Chinese poets did 
not write confessional poetry; instead, 
her poems are inspired by novels, and 
often tell stories or recreate folktales. 

Even in her later poems, trees and 
birds dominate. The last poem in the 
book, from December 12, 2013, is 
“How It Stands”: 

Is it a tree?
It’s me, alone.
Is it a winter tree?
It is always like this, all year 

round. . . . 
Aren’t you tired of being a tree 

your whole life?
Even when exhausted, I want to 

stand.
Is there anyone to keep you  

company?
There are birds.
I don’t see any.
Listen to the sound of fluttering 

wings.
Wouldn’t it look nice to draw 

birds in the tree?
I’m so old and blind I wouldn’t 

see them.
You don’t know how to draw a 

bird, do you?
You’re right. I don’t know  

how.
You’re an old, foolish tree.
I am.

Reading those lines, the exiled Liao 
Yiwu urges her to become a bird again, 
and fly—to somehow escape China like 
he did when he walked across China’s 
southern border to freedom. But he 
knows she can’t: 

She can’t move her own nest—Liu 
Xiaobo can’t move, so she can’t ei-
ther. She’s turned from a bird into 
a tree, her feathers becoming white 
and withered. But as a tree she still 
sings the songs of birds.

Liu Xia: untitled photograph of a doll from the series Ugly Babies, 1996–1999
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The Dream of Enlightenment:
The Rise of Modern Philosophy
by Anthony Gottlieb. 
Liveright, 293 pp., $28.95

It is fascinating to learn about the con-
crete historical circumstances under 
which great philosophical works—
works that have become timeless clas-
sics—were produced, and about the 
relation to their own times of the ex-
traordinary individuals who produced 
them. For those with limited firsthand 
knowledge of the works this biographi-
cal approach can serve as an accessible 
introduction or reintroduction to the 
thought of some of the most impor-
tant creators of our intellectual world. 
Anthony Gottlieb, a former executive 
editor of The Economist who is not a 
philosopher but a philosophical fellow 
traveler, is writing just such a history 
of the entire course of Western phi-
losophy. The first volume, The Dream 
of Reason (2000),* took the story from 
ancient Greece to the Renaissance. 
The second volume, The Dream of 
Enlightenment, ends in the eighteenth 
century; a third volume will take us 
from Kant to the present day.

Gottlieb concentrates most of his 
discussion on six philosophers of the 
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries 
whose stature and influence are es-
pecially great—Descartes, Hobbes, 
Spinoza, Locke, Leibniz, and Hume—
along with shorter treatments of Bayle, 
Voltaire, and Rousseau, and brief com-
ments on many other figures. Here is 
what he says at the outset:

It is because they still have some-
thing to say to us that we can easily 
get these philosophers wrong. It is 
tempting to think that they speak 
our language and live in our world. 
But to understand them properly, 
we must step back into their shoes. 
That is what this book tries to do. 

Gottlieb exaggerates the intellectual 
distance of these figures from us: it isn’t 
that they speak our language, but that 
we speak their language, because our 
world has been significantly formed by 
them. And he does not always succeed 
in stepping back into their shoes, which 
in the case of a great philosopher means 
understanding his thoughts from the 
inside, as well as in relation to his his-
torical milieu. Nevertheless Gott lieb’s 
biographical narrative is vivid and 
often illuminating. Most important, he 
emphasizes throughout that these men 
lived in a historical period dominated 
by dramatic developments and conflicts 
in three areas—science, religion, and 
politics—and that their thoughts and 
writings were dominated by the need to 
respond to those developments, and to 
understand the relations among them.

First, there was the scientific revo-
lution, which introduced a new way 
of understanding the physical world 
through universal laws, mathemati-
cally formulated, that govern every-
thing that happens in space and time. 
Although knowledge of those laws is 
based on observation and experiment, 

the reality they describe is not directly 
available to human perception, but can 
be known only by theoretical inference. 
Two of Gottlieb’s thinkers, Descartes 
and Leibniz, were major contributors 
to the mathematical sciences—Des-
cartes through the creation of analytic 
geometry (hence the term “Cartesian 
coordinates”) and Leibniz through 
the invention of the calculus (which 
was created independently by New-
ton). Descartes also produced theories 
of mechanics, optics, and physiology, 
Leibniz made significant contributions 
to dynamics, and Spinoza worked in 
optics and conducted experiments in 
hydrodynamics and metallurgy. But all 
six grappled with the question of how 
the austere physical reality revealed by 
the new science is related to the famil-
iar world that we perceive—and to our 
minds, in which both perception and 
scientific reasoning take place.

Second, after the Reformation and 
the terrible wars of religion it had be-
come clear that the plurality of re-
ligious beliefs in Christendom was 
not going to disappear. This posed 
questions both about the grounds for 
religious belief and about how govern-
ments should choose between imposing 
a single orthodoxy and tolerating diver-
sity. In addition, each of these philoso-
phers had to be concerned about the 
relation of his own work to the religious 
orthodoxy of his community, and about 
the dangers of ostracism, repression, or 
persecution. Descartes was deterred by 
the condemnation of Galileo from pub-
lishing his cosmological theories, and 
Spinoza was excommunicated by the 
Jewish community of Amsterdam.

Third, the basis of legitimate politi-
cal authority was coming seriously into 
question, with skepticism about the di-
vine right of kings and support for the 
right of subjects to overthrow a ruler 
who abused his power. This was not just 
theoretical: it took concrete form in the 

English civil war that culminated with 
the execution of Charles I in 1649 and 
the Glorious Revolution that replaced 
James II with William of Orange in 
1688. Hobbes, Spinoza, Locke, Hume, 
and Rousseau all produced theories 
of political authority starting from the 
subject’s rather than the ruler’s point of 
view.

The metaphysical and epistemological 
problems that arose out of the scien-
tific revolution are particularly diffi-
cult and abstract, and the responses of 
these thinkers are among the most 
formidable structures that philosophy 
has produced. They were concerned, 
as philosophers have always been, to 
understand the nature of reality in the 
broadest sense: what kinds of things 
and facts ultimately constitute every-
thing there is. They were also con-
cerned with whether we humans have 
the capacity to discover the answers to 
those questions, and if not, what limits 
to our knowledge are imposed by our 
finite human faculties. The advances 
of the scientific revolution gave these 
problems a new form.

Given how much he has to cover, 
Gottlieb does a pretty good job of sum-
marizing the complex speculative re-
sponses of his philosophers. They are 
contributions to a collective intellectual 
inquiry that has continued ever since, 
and their value lies in working out some 
of the main alternative possibilities for 
making the most general sense of real-
ity. Others can then explore, refine, and 
elaborate those proposals, and attempt 
to refute or defend them, or at least 
to evaluate their relative plausibility. 
I will confine myself—with apologies 
for the capsule presentation—to one 
metaphysical example, the mind–body 
problem, which grew directly out of the 
scientific revolution and is very much 
still with us. 

The problem arose because the new 
mathematical conception of physical 
reality dehumanized it. Among other 
things, that conception left out all the 
rich qualitative aspects, such as color, 
smell, taste, and sound, with which the 
world appears to our senses. These 
so-called “secondary” qualities were 
interpreted as effects on our minds, as 
opposed to the geometrically describ-
able so-called “primary” qualities like 
shape, size, and motion, which are fea-
tures of the physical world as it is in it-
self, independent of our minds.

The question was: How complete an 
account of the nature of reality could 
the new physical science in principle 
provide? Do our minds necessarily es-
cape its reach, even if our bodies are part 
of the physical world? Hobbes gave the 
most radically materialist answer to this 
question, holding not only that we, with 
all our thoughts and perceptions, are 
nothing but matter in motion, but that 
even God is a physical being. A scientifi-
cally updated version of this view—with 
mechanics replaced by quantum theory, 
molecular biology, and neuroscience, 
and God eliminated from the picture—
is the dominant form of contemporary 
naturalism. It holds that physics can as-
pire to be the theory of everything. 

But in different ways, the others took 
mind to be an aspect of reality not cap-
tured by physical theory. Descartes, 
famously, was a dualist who believed 
there were two fundamental types of 
things: matter, which was extended in 
space, and mind, which was nonspatial 
and capable of thought and perception, 
but also in the case of human beings 
intimately linked during life to a mate-
rial body. Spinoza, in contrast, believed 
that there was only one type of thing, 
but that it had different aspects. Gott-
lieb explains:

For example, if we want to de-
scribe some piece of human be-
havior, we may focus either on 
the psychological state of the per-
son concerned—i.e., on what he 
thinks, feels and desires—or else 
on his physical state—i.e., on what 
is happening inside his brain and 
other parts of his body. According 
to Spinoza, these are merely alter-
native ways of describing the same 
chain of events; they are explana-
tions of one thing from two differ-
ent perspectives. 

And while Descartes believed God, 
the divine mind, was separate from the 
physical world, Spinoza believed that 
God and Nature were not two distinct 
things but two aspects of one thing, and 
that this entity—God or Nature—was 
in fact the only independently existing 
reality, of which we and everything else 
were merely dependent features.

Leibniz, the polar opposite of 
Hobbes, believed that mind, not mat-
ter, was fundamental, and that reality 
consisted of an infinite number of be-
ings he called monads—with differ-
ent perceptual perspectives, each of 
which represents the entire universe 
with more or less clarity. Matter exists 
within these perspectives, but not inde-
pendently of them. God, the supreme 
monad, created our world out of all the 

How They Wrestled with the New
Thomas Nagel

*Reviewed in these pages by M. F. 
Burnyeat, November 1, 2001.
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logically possible worlds by creating 
the perspectives of a coordinated but 
noninteracting set of monads—includ-
ing ourselves—in whose perceptions 
the history of this world is reflected.

The view that mind is the basis of all 
reality is known as idealism, and though 
it was dominant in the nineteenth and 
early twentieth centuries, it is not now 
a common view among philosophers. 
Materialism is for the moment in the 
ascendant. However, there is increas-
ingly significant support for dualism, 
not in the form proposed by Descartes, 
with a separable soul, but as the view 
that mental phenomena involve addi-
tional nonphysical events associated 
with the neural states of animal organ-
isms—and also for dual-aspect theories 
of the type Spinoza favored, according 
to which the mental and the physical 
are distinct but inseparable aspects of 
a single more basic reality.

Commenting on Leibniz’s belief 
that only monads have absolute real-
ity, Gottlieb says, “Nowadays, philoso-
phers do not have much use for talk of 
what is absolutely real. Something ei-
ther exists or it doesn’t, and there are 
no halfway houses.” This is completely 
wrong. The term “absolute” may not be 
in vogue, but a great deal of philosophy 
nowadays is occupied with what is fun-
damental—i.e., not analyzable in terms 
of anything else—and what by contrast 
is dependent on and grounded in some-
thing more fundamental. Whether 
mind has an independent reality that is 
irreducible to the physical, and whether 
ethics, logic, probability, necessity, and 
causality are real in themselves or are 
mind-dependent, as Leibniz thought 
matter was, are central questions of 
contemporary philosophical debate.

In contrast with these four bold meta-
physicians Gottlieb finds Locke re-
freshingly agnostic on the relation of 
mind and matter:

While Descartes, and indeed most 
other thinkers, maintained—at 
least in public—that it was im-
possible for mere matter to think, 
Locke could see no reason why 
God could not create purely physi-
cal beings who had the power of 
thought. We simply don’t know 
enough to decide whether or not 
such a thing is possible. 

This brings out an important differ-
ence between Locke (and Hume) on 
the one hand, and Descartes, Spinoza, 
and Leibniz on the other: a difference 
in their views of the grounds of our 
knowledge of reality and how far that 
knowledge can penetrate into the hid-
den nature of things.

It is a weakness of Gottlieb’s account 
that he does not understand and there-
fore dismisses the importance of this 
difference, now standardly denoted as 
the opposition between rationalism and 
empiricism. “The distinction is a vague 
and confusing one, anyway,” he says.

Several of the so-called rationalists 
of the seventeenth century took a 
greater interest in the empirical sci-
ences than their “empiricist” coun-
terparts; Leibniz and Descartes 
knew far more about these sciences 
than Locke or Hume ever did. 

This is a surprisingly superficial re-
mark. The difference between ratio-

nalists and empiricists was not over the 
validity of empirical science, but over 
how much could be known on the basis 
of a priori reasoning, rather than ob-
servation. Observations alone do not 
create scientific theories: they have to 
be created by reasoners, who construct 
possible laws of nature and calculate 
their observable consequences for the 
purpose of experimental confirmation 
or disconfirmation. 

Even where the empiricists admitted 
nonempirical certainties, as in math-
ematics, they interpreted them as ap-
prehensions of the relations among our 
ideas, and that leaves it unclear how far 
such knowledge reaches beyond our 
own minds. The modern logical posi-
tivist view that necessary truths are 
tautologies that depend on the rules 
of our language is a direct descen-
dent of this empiricist conception of a 
priori knowledge. The rationalists, by 
contrast, believed that reason could 
give us direct knowledge of necessary 
truths about a reality independent of 
our minds—logical, mathematical, and 
metaphysical truths—and this has im-
portant consequences for the interpre-
tation of the empirical sciences.

Gottlieb shows his sympathy for 
empiricism in his attitude toward 
 Descartes, who he says “tried to work 
out too much in his head.” Most people 
would agree with Gottlieb that Des-
cartes relied on flimsy arguments for 
the existence of a nondeceiving God to 
defend his trust in his own reasoning 
and perception. But there is no consen-
sus that anyone else, however ingenious 
the attempts in the centuries since, has 
come up with a satisfactory answer to 
radical skepticism. 

In spite of this, most of us, whether 
we are engaged in ordinary life or in the 
pursuit of science, rely on both experi-
ential evidence and a priori reasoning 
to acquire what we regard as knowl-
edge of a mind-independent reality. 
And in reasoning, we take ourselves to 
be justified by what seems plainly self-
evident—what Descartes called the 
“natural light” of reason. If we do not 
take this as a method of learning about 
reality, whether in mathematics or in 
science, it is difficult to avoid retreat-
ing to an empiricism that makes most 
of human knowledge an exploration of 
the insides of our own minds, and of 
how things appear to us.

Religion was a major concern of all 
these thinkers, and in some cases a 
source of trouble in their relation to so-
ciety. The casual unbelief so common 
among today’s intellectuals would have 
seemed very foreign to them. Both 
Hobbes and Spinoza were widely con-
demned as atheists, though Gottlieb 
argues persuasively that Hobbes, in 
spite of his materialism, was not one; 
and of Spinoza he says charmingly: 

Spinoza’s God is admittedly so 
different from anyone else’s that a 
case can be made for saying that he 
was an atheist without realizing it; 
but it does appear that he believed 
that he believed in God. 

Descartes, Locke, and Leibniz were 
sincere Christians, though Descartes’s 
works were condemned by the Catho-
lic Church as incompatible with ortho-
doxy. But Hume, though he veiled it in 
his publications, was clearly a religious 
skeptic, and produced a devastating 

argument against miracles, based on 
the maxim: “No testimony is suffi-
cient to establish a miracle unless the 
testimony be of such a kind that its 
falsehood would be more miraculous 
than the fact which it endeavours to 
establish.”

In the relation of God to the world 
there was one problem of particular 
difficulty: the so-called Problem of Evil. 
If God is omniscient, omnipotent, and 
infinitely good, why does he not prevent 
all the evils that we see in the world 
around us—all the suffering and wick-
edness? Spinoza’s response was that our 
concepts of good and evil are relative to 
our parochial human interests, but, as 
Gottlieb puts it, “nothing is either good 
or bad from God’s perspective, which is 
to say from the point of view of nature 
or the universe as a whole.” 

Leibniz, however, did not avoid the 
problem in this way, but embraced a so-
lution that is probably his most famous 
claim, and the one that has made him 
a figure of popular ridicule ever since 
(unforgettably caricatured as Dr. Pan-
gloss in Voltaire’s Candide): namely 
that this is the best of all possible 
worlds, even though from our limited 
perspective that may not be obvious. 
Leibniz’s hypothesis about how this 
could be so was that, of the infinity of 
possible universes that God could have 
created, this one achieves the best pos-
sible balance between simple laws and 
desirable effects. That requires assign-
ing great value to the simplicity of the 
laws of nature. 

It also depends on a fundamental 
tenet of Leibniz’s thought: the Princi-
ple of Sufficient Reason, according to 
which nothing happens without a rea-
son. God had to choose, from among 
all the logical possibilities, which world 
to make actual, and his reason could 
only be that it was better than the al-
ternatives. Theists continue to explore 
solutions to the problem of evil, but 
secularists typically regard its insolu-
bility as one of the strongest arguments 
for atheism, and for the view that there 
is no reason why this universe exists 
rather than another.

There is a remarkable parallel be-
tween Hobbes’s project in moral and 
political theory and Descartes’s proj-
ect in the theory of knowledge. Each 
of them attempted to dismantle and 
then reconstruct a complex edifice of 
thought and practice that is usually 
supported by tradition, custom, and 
authority on a new foundation that de-
pended solely on what could be found 

in the point of view of a single individ-
ual. In this they were the creators of an 
individualistic method of justification 
that has marked the modern world ever 
since, even though it has also provoked 
resistance.

As Descartes attempted to ground 
all knowledge starting with nothing but 
the capacities of his own mind or that 
of any other person, Hobbes attempted 
to ground morality and political au-
thority in the motives and reasoning 
of any person subject to them: the jus-
tification for abiding by the rules had 
to work for each individual separately, 
in virtue of the human nature we all 
share. Hobbes appealed in this justi-
fication to a minimal foundation, the 
rational motive of self-interest, and in 
particular the dominant motive of self-
preservation, together with facts about 
the human condition that made moral-
ity and government the indispensable 
means to serve those interests. Objec-
tive requirements were constructed 
starting from the subjective point of 
view.

Gottlieb doesn’t understand Hobbes, 
and it will take a bit of space to ex-
plain why. What was distinctive about 
Hobbes’s theory, and what led to his 
being attacked as a moral nihilist, was 
his refusal to appeal to any concern 
for the good of others or the collec-
tive good as a basis for moral motiva-
tion. He demonstrated that the familiar 
rules of morality, which he called the 
laws of nature, are principles of con-
duct such that if everyone follows them, 
everyone will be better off. But the fact 
that everyone will be better off if every-
one follows them gives no individual a 
reason to follow them himself. He can 
have a reason to follow them only if 
that will make him individually better 
off. And there is no natural guarantee 
that individual self-interest and the col-
lective interest will coincide in this way. 

Hobbes concluded that although 
we all have a reason to want to live in 
a community governed by the moral 
rules, we cannot achieve this unless we 
bring it about that it is in each person’s 
individual interest to abide by those 
rules. And the method of doing that is 
to agree with one another to support 
a powerful sovereign with a monopoly 
on the use of force, who will use it to 
punish violators. Only then can each 
individual be confident that if he obeys 
the rules, he will not be laying himself 
open to assault and dispossession by 
others. Without the trust engendered 
by the knowledge that violators will be 
punished, civilization is impossible and 
individual self-interest—the same ra-
tional motive that supports morality—
leads to perpetual conflict and constant 
insecurity. This is the famous Hobbes-
ian state of nature, and Hobbes was 
most notorious for saying that in this 
condition, we are almost never obli-
gated to obey the moral rules, because 
it is not safe to do so. 

Gottlieb, failing to grasp the subtle 
and rigorous relation of self-interest, 
morality, and law in Hobbes’s theory, 
says:

He wrote that “all men are per-
mitted to have and to do all things 
in the state of nature,” which was 
taken to mean that there was 
nothing really wrong with mur-
der, theft, or anything else. In fact 
he was stating the tautology that 
nothing would be illegal if there 
were not yet any laws.

Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz,  
circa 1700
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Whereas Hobbes was stating not a tau-
tology but the substantive moral thesis 
that law is necessary to remove a condi-
tion of insecurity that would otherwise 
excuse us from the practical force of 
moral requirements:

The laws of nature oblige in foro 
interno; that is to say, they bind 
to a desire they should take place: 
but in foro externo; that is, to put-
ting them in act, not always. For he 
that should be modest, and trac-
table, and perform all he promises, 
in such a time, and place, where 
no man else should do so, should 
but make himself a prey to others, 
and procure his own certain ruin, 
contrary to the ground of all laws 
of nature, which tend to nature’s 
preservation. 

Gottlieb is misled by Hobbes’s state-
ment that the laws of nature can be 
summed up in the Golden Rule. But 
for Hobbes, this is just a summary of 
the rules for peaceful coexistence that 
serve all our interests and that we are 
obligated to follow when it is safe to do 
so—not, as Gottlieb says, an “unself-
ish” principle that somehow supersedes 
their self-interested foundation.

Appalled by the disorders of the Eng-
lish civil war, Hobbes did not believe in 
the possibility of limited government: 
he thought sovereign power had to be 
absolute and undivided, and that it ex-
tended to prescribing the forms of re-
ligious worship, since religious conflict 
was a major source of civil instability. 
Hobbes held that we were released 
from our obligation to obey the sov-
ereign only when he lost the ability 
to protect us. Spinoza, though his po-
litical theory followed Hobbes in being 
grounded in self-interest, defended 
more liberal and democratic institu-
tions, with protections for freedom of 
speech and religion. But the most influ-
ential theorist of individual liberty and 
toleration as a condition of legitimate 
government was Locke.

For Locke the foundation of moral-
ity was not collective self-interest but 
the natural rights of each individual, 
given by God—rights to life, liberty, 
and property that men have reason to 
respect even in the absence of law. The 
state of nature, according to Locke, 
is therefore governed by morality in a 
way that it is not according to Hobbes:

The state of nature has a law of 
nature to govern it, which obliges 
every one: and reason, which is 
that law, teaches all mankind, who 
will but consult it, that, being all 
equal and independent, no one 
ought to harm another in his life, 
health, liberty, or possessions.

Yet there is still a need to punish viola-
tors, and if this is left in the hands of 
individuals, the results are likely to be 
too unreliable and chaotic, so it is nec-
essary to confer a monopoly of the en-
forcement power on a single authority, 
by a social contract that will ensure the 
protection of our natural rights.

Locke eventually concluded that 
this foundation for legitimate govern-
ment entailed a right of resistance 
and even rebellion against a sovereign 
who grossly abused his power. Gott-
lieb explains the connection of Locke’s 
theories with the efforts to prevent 
the accession of Charles II’s Roman 
Catholic brother James to the English 

throne, and his eventual overthrow. But 
he adds that although Locke’s name 
was invoked in support of the Ameri-
can Revolution, he would have been 
“aghast to discover that ideas from his 
book were later used against the Brit-
ish colonial regime, in which he himself 
played an enthusiastic part.” 

Hume did not believe in natural 
rights or in the social contract. He was 
a philosophical prodigy whose great-
est work, A Treatise of Human Nature, 
written when he was in his twenties, 
offered an analysis of every form of 
thought, knowledge, and value through 
a comprehensive theory of the opera-
tions of the human mind. One of his 
most famous theses was that causal 
judgments express only habitual men-
tal associations due to observed corre-
lations, and do not identify necessary 
connections between events. 

In ethics and political theory, also, 
his analysis took the form of a psy-
chological account of our moral judg-
ments—an account that explained both 
their nature and their content. Like 
Hobbes, he offered a secular account of 
morality and political obligation, but it 
was not grounded solely in self-interest. 
Hume held that there is a distinctive 
motive that he called the moral senti-
ment, which is based on the human af-
fective capacity for sympathy with the 
happiness and unhappiness of others, 
together with the human intellectual ca-
pacity to take up a general and detached 
standpoint toward the world that ab-
stracts from our own particular perspec-
tive and our own particular interests. 

This standpoint, when infused with 
sympathy for everyone, enables us to 
judge acts or character traits or insti-
tutions or policies to be good or bad 
not for ourselves or for any other par-
ticular person, but impersonally. Such 
judgments are simply expressions of 
the moral sentiment, in which sympa-
thy is mixed with detachment. They do 
not describe the world, either truly or 
falsely, but express a feeling or attitude, 
favorable or unfavorable; yet the feeling 
is of a kind that allows people to agree 
in their moral judgments, since it does 
not depend on their particular interests.

The details of Hume’s moral theory 
are very sophisticated. It was an early 
form of utilitarianism, but it included 
a theory of property rights, contract, 
promises, and political obligation 
that explained them as the product 
of human conventions whose strict 
rules serve the collective interest, even 
though in many individual cases they 
require actions that are contrary to 
the general welfare. (It is no defense 
against eviction that you need the rent 
money more than your landlord does.)

Hume, like all of Gottlieb’s think-
ers, was interested in practically every-
thing, and I have barely sampled their 
creative achievements. Gottlieb offers 
a compact but fairly comprehensive 
survey, along with much historical de-
tail. Except for Spinoza, these men did 
not live in an ivory tower; they were 
worldly, connected with royalty and 
the aristocracy, in some cases active as 
diplomats or in government service. In 
spite of some shortcomings, Gottlieb’s 
highly readable book can be recom-
mended as an engaging personal intro-
duction to some of our most brilliant 
moral and intellectual ancestors. If it 
opens a path to the works themselves, 
so much the better. 
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‘Terror’ and Everybody’s Rights
Jed S. Rakoff

A War Like No Other: 
The Constitution in a Time of Terror
by Owen Fiss, edited and with a 
 foreword by Trevor Sutton. 
New Press, 330 pp., $27.95

Say the word “war” and the rule of law 
often implodes, with courts frequently 
employing sophistry to avoid any in-
terference with governmental conduct. 
To take an obvious example, during 
World War II the Roosevelt adminis-
tration interned thousands of Ameri-
can citizens of Japanese descent solely 
on the basis of their ancestry, and the 
Supreme Court, in an opinion by Jus-
tice Hugo Black, upheld this patently 
unconstitutional confinement by sim-
ply repeating the mantra that, in time 
of war, total deference (unchecked and 
unbalanced) is due the military. 

During the same war, the US troops 
fighting Nazi racism were, without ju-
dicial interference, segregated by color. 
Even the 1940 draft law, which stated 
that “in the selection and training of 
men under this Act, . . . there shall be no 
discrimination against any person on 
account of race or color,” was held by 
the Second Circuit Court of Appeals 
not to prohibit separate draft quotas 
for whites and blacks, since “the Army 
executives are to decide the Army’s 
needs.”

The so- called “war on terror” de-
clared by President George W. Bush 
soon after September 11, 2001, has 
already lasted more than three times 
as long as American involvement in 
World War II, with no end in sight. 
By its shapeless and secretive nature, 
it tends to generate amorphous fears 
and shrouded responses that compro-
mise our freedoms in ways we may 
only dimly recognize but that create 
troubling precedents for the future. 
And so far, the federal courts have 
done precious little to challenge these 
incursions.

One of the voices decrying this judi-
cial failure is that of Owen Fiss, a very 
distinguished Yale law professor, who 
over the past dozen years has written 
one essay after another analyzing, or 
one might say exposing, the shallow-
ness of the judicial response to execu-
tive excesses committed in the name of 
national security. That Fiss would un-
dertake this task was by no means inev-
itable. Now in his late seventies, he had 
focused much of his academic career 
(which had made him one of the most- 
cited legal scholars in the country) on 
such subjects as civil procedure, free-
dom of speech, and equal protection of 
the law. But his palpable disagreement 
with the way federal courts were, in 
the name of an uncertain and shifting 
war, largely avoiding judicial scrutiny 
of everything from manifest torture to 
far- reaching surveillance led him, be-
ginning in 2003, to write the ten essays 
now collected by his former student 
Trevor Sutton in A War Like No Other.

A few of the most prominent exam-
ples that Fiss discusses will illustrate 
his concern. First, there is the CIA’s 
use of torture following September 
11. One may assume for the sake of 
argument that torture may sometimes 
be effective in extracting information 

that cannot be obtained by ordinary 
interrogation—although most studies 
suggest that its main effect is to force 
the victim to tell his torturer what he 
believes the torturer wants to hear. In-
deed, historically, one of torture’s most 
prominent uses has been to coerce false 
confessions, as in the “show trials” of 
the Stalinist period.

In any case, torture, regardless of 
any perceived benefits, has been con-
demned from the earliest days of the 
American republic. Most scholars 

agree that it was revulsion at the Eng-
lish kings’ use of torture that led to 
enactment of the Fifth Amendment’s 
prohibition against compelled self- 
incrimination and also played a part in 
the enactment of the Eighth Amend-
ment’s prohibition of cruel and unusual 
punishment. Evidence of Americans’ 
continuing abhorrence of torture can 
also be found in numerous current stat-
utes: for example, torturing a victim 
before murdering him is one of the “ag-
gravating factors” that, under current 
federal law, warrants the death penalty.

Most directly applicable, in 1988 
the United States signed and in 1994 
ratified the United Nations Convention 
Against Torture, which thereby be-
came a binding part of our law. Article 
1 of the convention defines torture to 
encompass, among other things, “any 
act by which severe pain or suffering, 
whether physical or mental, is inten-
tionally inflicted on a person for such 
purposes as obtaining from him or a 
third person information or a confes-
sion.” Article 2 requires each signatory 
state to “take effective legislative, ad-
ministrative, judicial or other measures 
to prevent acts of torture in any terri-
tory under its jurisdiction” (emphasis 
added). Article 2 also provides that 
“no exceptional circumstances whatso-
ever, whether a state of war or a threat 
of war, internal political stability or 
any other public emergency, may be in-
voked as a justification of torture.”

Although the language in Article 2 
italicized above might seem to permit a 
government agent operating abroad to 
make use of torture, in 1994, Congress, 

as part of the legislation implement-
ing the convention, enacted section 
2340A of the Federal Criminal Code, 
which, among other things, prohibits 
any US agent operating even “outside 
the United States” from inflicting tor-
ture on any person within his custody 
or physical control. Yet following Sep-
tember 11, CIA agents working abroad 
subjected suspected terrorists to water-
boarding—a technique derived from 
the Spanish Inquisition in which water 
is forced into the nose and mouth of the 

subject so as to induce the perception 
of suffocating or drowning.

Waterboarding would thus clearly ap-
pear to be torture. Nonetheless, legal 
memoranda prepared by senior Justice 
Department officials shortly after Sep-
tember 11 purported to justify its use 
by arguing that the convention’s defini-
tion of torture covered only “the worst 
forms of cruel, inhuman, or degrading 
treatment or punishment,” and that 
“physical pain amounting to torture 
must be equivalent in intensity to the 
pain accompanying serious physical in-
jury, such as organ failure, impairment 
of bodily function, or even death.” As 
for mental suffering, it must, according 
to the memoranda, be of a kind that 
leads to psychological harm lasting 
“for months or even years” to consti-
tute torture.

Since, however, it is up to the judi-
ciary to make the final determination 
of what a law means, one might have 
imagined that once the CIA’s water-
boarding was made public, a court 
would then have decided whether or 
not it constituted torture under section 
2340A. But this did not occur, in part 
because the government also took the 
position that the CIA’s waterboarding, 
as an instrument in the war on terror, 
was exempt from judicial review.

After some uncertainty, this exemp-
tion from judicial review of any deci-
sion to waterboard became the Bush 
administration’s position at the highest 
levels and was effectively reiterated in 
2005, after Congress passed the De-

tainee Treatment Act, which, among 
other things, provided that “no person 
in the custody or under the effective 
control of the Department of Defense” 
shall be subjected to certain specified 
“technique[s] of interrogation” that 
included waterboarding. In addition 
to maintaining that the legislation did 
not apply to the CIA, President Bush, 
in signing the bill, asserted his power 
to interpret it “consistent with the 
constitutional limitations on judicial 
power”—a clear suggestion that his 
interpretations were exempt from judi-
cial review. In effect he was saying, “if 
we decide to waterboard, no court can 
say us nay.”

As it happened, this supposed ex-
emption was never put to the test as far 
as CIA waterboarding was concerned. 
Rather, the issue was resolved politi-
cally. Specifically, President Obama, 
soon after taking office in 2009, banned 
the use of waterboarding even by the 
CIA, and Congress effectively codi-
fied this order in 2015. (Donald Trump 
has however announced his support 
for waterboarding.) Despite rumors, 
moreover, there have been no verified 
reports of CIA waterboarding since 
2003. So at the moment, at least, there 
is nothing for a court to decide when it 
comes to waterboarding by US agents.

Regretfully, however, President 
Obama’s ban on waterboarding did not 
put an end to US involvement in the use 
of torture as part of the war on terror. 
Instead, within the past decade the US 
has repeatedly made use of the device 
known as extraordinary rendition, by 
which suspected terrorists detained by 
the US are turned over to police au-
thorities in other countries that regu-
larly employ torture as an interrogation 
technique.

Fiss, who views this practice, along 
with waterboarding, as “one of the 
most egregious of all abuses associ-
ated with the War on Terror,” gives as 
an example the case of Maher Arar, 
a dual citizen of Canada and Syria, 
who was thought by US authorities to 
be a supporter of al- Qaeda. While re-
turning to Canada from a vacation in 
Tunisia, Arar had to change planes at 
JFK in New York. He was immediately 
taken into custody by US agents, who 
held him for twelve days and then, after 
their interrogation apparently did not 
lead to the desired results, shipped him 
to Syria, where (he alleges) they knew 
he would be tortured—as he was. 

The Second Circuit Court of Ap-
peals, in a full court decision filed in 
late 2009, held, by a vote of 7–4, that 
these facts did not constitute a legiti-
mate legal claim. Similarly, in a case 
involving five former detainees who al-
leged that the CIA arranged for them to 
be flown to other countries so that they 
could be interrogated by torture, the 
Ninth Circuit Court of Appeals held in 
2010, by a vote of 6–5, that the detain-
ees’ lawsuit was barred by prohibitions 
against exposing state secrets.

Although the split votes in these 
cases suggest that judicial opinion is 
not uniform about whether extraor-
dinary rendition is beyond judicial 
scrutiny, for the time being it remains 
a device by which US officials can ef-
fectively use the torture techniques of 
other countries to interrogate those 

President Obama on his first visit to the Pentagon as commander in chief, January 2009. 
With him are, from left, Air Force Chief of Staff Norton Schwartz, Army Chief of Staff  

George Casey, Joint Chiefs of Staff Vice Chairman James Cartwright,  
and Joint Chiefs of Staff Chairman Mike Mullen.
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suspected of aiding the war on terror. 
The majority view of the judiciary is 
not to interfere.

If the judiciary’s response to ex-
traordinary rendition is an example 
of its hands- off approach to dubious  
practices associated with the war on 
terror, a different kind of judicial re-
sponse, which might be described as 
“words without deeds,” is presented by 
another of Fiss’s examples, namely, de-
tention without trial of persons alleged 
to be enemy combatants. 

Although this practice is chiefly as-
sociated in the public mind with the 
prison facility at Guantánamo Bay, 
Cuba, in fact it has more general ap-
plication. The basic question is whether 
someone charged as an enemy combat-
ant—traditionally defined as “an indi-
vidual who, under the laws and customs 
of war, may be detained for the duration 
of an armed conflict”—can, because of 
the unconventional nature of the war 
on terror, be indefinitely detained in 
US custody without receiving many of 
the rights guaranteed by the US Con-
stitution or, if the person is considered 
a prisoner of war, by the Geneva Con-
ventions. In theory, the answer may be 
no; but in practice, the answer appears 
to be yes.

Indeed, when most of the prisoners 
who were held at Guantánamo were 
first sent there, they were kept incom-
municado, and their very identities 
were kept secret. Having neither law-
yers nor ways of communicating with 
the outside world, these prisoners had 
no ability to assert even the most basic 
rights. Eventually, however, a number 
of judges (myself included) ordered the 
release of the identities of the persons 
imprisoned at Guantánamo, and this in 
turn led to actions being taken on their 
behalf, such as, for example, by their 
relatives.

Ultimately, the US Supreme Court, 
in several decisions handed down be-
tween 2004 and 2008, extended to these 
detainees the right to petition for a writ 
of habeas corpus seeking their release. 
But although these decisions were 
hailed at the time as a great victory for 
the rule of law, in fact they have proven 
to be something of a hollow reed, as 
Fiss more or less predicted in one of his 
essays written at the time and included 
in this volume. Specifically, the lower 
courts, most especially the D.C. Cir-
cuit Court of Appeals, have rejected, 
sometimes without even considering 
the merits, virtually all the attempts 
by the Guantánamo detainees to win 
their release, and the Supreme Court 
has refused to review any of these  
decisions.

Furthermore, despite the original 
aims of the Obama administration to 
close down Guantánamo and release 
most of its prisoners who could not be 
tried in federal court—aims that Con-
gress has repeatedly endeavored to 
thwart—there remain at Guantánamo 
even now several dozen so- called “for-
ever prisoners” who have never been 
adjudged guilty of any misconduct by 
any court established under Article III 
of the Constitution, let alone a jury. 

Of course, if these detainees are 
viewed as prisoners of war, they should, 
under the Geneva Conventions, be re-
leased at the conclusion of active hos-
tilities. But given the vague, expanding 
way in which the war on terror has 
come to be viewed, the conclusion 

of active hostilities may never arrive. 
Moreover, since the detainees are not 
clearly identified as actors for a state, 
they well may not qualify as prisoners 
of war. Thus, regardless of what ulti-
mately happens to the remaining pris-
oners, the failure of the Supreme Court 
to give practical effect to its declared 
right of Guantánamo detainees to 
bring habeas petitions sets the stage for 
the United States to maintain in the fu-
ture a prison for hundreds, even thou-
sands of detainees who are neither to 
be tried by any neutral court nor to be 
released—but who will just remain in 
prison indefinitely. There is no parallel 
in our history for such endless, unscru-
tinized detention. 

The examples of government over-
reaching and judicial timidity on which 
this essay has so far focused—torture 
and indefinite detention—have mostly 
involved events abroad and/or the 
treatment of non citizens. But the un-
toward effects of combating the war on 
terror have struck closer to home, as il-
lustrated by another of Fiss’s examples: 
restrictions on free speech.

When I went to law school in the late 
1960s, the accepted wisdom was that 
freedom of speech was so central to 
the effective functioning of our democ-
racy that any limitation was forbidden 
except for speech that created a “clear 
and present danger,” or, as the Supreme 
Court later put it, speech that incited 
“imminent lawless action.” Even war 
or the threat or effects of war did not 
justify prohibiting American citizens 
from staunchly stating their views. Ac-
cordingly, the Alien and Sedition Acts 
passed by an early Congress when war 
with France was feared, the so- called 
“Palmer Raids” conducted against 
supposed anarchists in the aftermath 
of World War I, and the outlawing of 
the Communist Party during the cold 
war were all viewed in hindsight as vio-
lations of the First Amendment that 
should never be repeated.

But such examples illustrate how 
fragile the First Amendment can be 
in a time of peril. And in the 2010 
Supreme Court case of Holder v. Hu-
manitarian Law Project, the Court 
came perilously close to upholding the 
power of the government to criminal-
ize any speech that could be construed 
as supporting a terrorist organization. 
The relevant statute, section 2339B of 
the Federal Criminal Code, makes it 
a federal crime to knowingly provide 
material support to any entity desig-
nated by the secretary of state as a 
“foreign terrorist organization.” The 
term “material support” is defined to 
include, among other things, providing 
a “service” to the organization. Fear 
has been expressed that this could be 
read to include speaking in favor of the 
organization or praising any of its ac-
tivities, even activities that are benign. 

Because of this fear, US supporters 
of two groups that had been designated 
by the secretary of state as terrorist 
organizations—a pro- Kurdish group 
in Turkey and a pro- Tamil group in Sri 
Lanka—sought a “declaratory judg-
ment” (a kind of advance ruling) that 
they could not be prosecuted under 
the statute for speaking out on behalf 
of certain nonviolent activities of these 
organizations.

The Supreme Court might have 
granted the plaintiffs’ application by 
simply construing the statute not to in-

clude speech. Instead, in a 6–3 decision 
written by Chief Justice Roberts, the 
Supreme Court in Holder v. Humani-
tarian Law Project took the position 
that, while the statute could not crimi-
nalize speech independently initiated 
by the US supporters of these organi-
zations, it could reach advocacy “per-
formed in coordination with, or at the 
direction of” the terrorist organization, 
since such speech would constitute a 
“service” to the organization. It would 
not matter, moreover, that the speech 
only advocated the peaceful activities 
of the organizations in question, since 
even such advocacy would help the or-
ganization in its overall activities, in-
cluding acts of terrorism.

Fiss, an expert in First Amend-
ment law, is highly critical of both the 
reasoning and the result in Holder v. 
Humanitarian Law Project, declaring 
that it “alter[s] the very architecture of 
the doctrinal edifice that has long pro-
tected freedom of speech” and that, as 
a result, “the ban on political advocacy 
that the Court sustained will, I fear, 
soon become a permanent feature of 
ordinary life in America.” 

But even from the more narrow per-
spective of a district judge, it seems to 
me that the distinction between “inde-
pendent” free speech on behalf of an 
organization and speech “coordinated” 
with the organization is highly ques-
tionable. Would the tens of thousands 
of Irish- American citizens who in the 
1980s supported the overall aims, if 
not the more extreme tactics, of Sinn 
Féin have been liable for criminal pros-
ecution under this statute if they had 
expressed their favorable views of its 
goals in response to a Sinn Féin request 
to “show your support”? 

Or, to give another kind of example, 
would someone who believed that a 
given organization had been wrongly 
designated by the secretary of state 
as a terrorist organization be subject 
to criminal prosecution if, with the 
organization’s approval, he placed an 
ad in The New York Times setting out 
the reasons why the secretary got it  
wrong?

What comes out most strongly in the 
chief justice’s opinion is the implicit 
premise that the war on terror justi-

fies this serious chilling of free speech. 
Thus, for example, the chief justice 
writes that “the Government’s inter-
est in combating terrorism is an urgent 
objective of the highest order.” Quite 
aside from the fact that, under the stan-
dard of “clear and present danger,” it 
is difficult to see the urgency of any 
US interest in combating Kurdish and 
Tamil insurgency, Chief Justice Rob-
erts’s statement is, in effect, a thinly 
disguised suggestion that advocacy on 
behalf of any disfavored organization 
labeled by the secretary as terrorist 
is subject to censorship—a view that 
would have fully justified the Brit-
ish pre- Revolutionary censorship that 
gave rise to the First Amendment.

Fortunately, the blank check of cen-
sorship authorized by the aforemen-
tioned Supreme Court decision has for 
the most part not yet been cashed by 
the Department of Justice. There have 
been only a couple of prosecutions 
under section 2339B for speech activi-
ties, and those involved direct incite-
ments to violence. But who knows what 
a future administration might do? 

Fiss’s discussion of the ways in which 
the war on terror has tended to impede 
our freedoms is by no means limited to 
the examples discussed above. His ten 
cogent essays cover everything from 
unfettered surveillance to secret watch 
lists to drone assassination—the com-
mon theme being that, in the absence 
of more effective judicial scrutiny, the 
government will always use the excuse 
of war to take authoritarian measures 
that no other excuse could hope to 
justify. Such measures might well be 
open to serious question even against 
the background of a conventional war. 
But the unique features of the war on 
terror—its uncertain legal status, its 
shifting, nonstate adversaries, its untra-
ditional methods, its unclear goals, and 
its highly indefinite duration—all com-
bine to make it difficult for the courts 
to intervene, even when they sense (as 
the Supreme Court did in its habeas 
decisions during the Bush administra-
tion) that the courts may be the branch 
of government best situated to place 
meaningful limits on the wide- ranging 
government activities supposedly justi-
fied by this strange war. 

It is true that, even in the case of 
more traditional wars, US courts have 
been loath to intervene, both because 
of a reluctance to second- guess the 
commander in chief in a time of peril 
and because of a fear that curtailing the 
weapons of war could lead to defeat. 
What good is freedom, the thought 
goes, if it enables your enemy to make 
you his slave? 

But quite aside from the fact that 
the war on terror is not that kind of 
war (threatening imminent invasion 
or mass destruction) and that the kind 
of measures we are here considering 
are not military decisions, we must al-
ways remember exactly what we are 
fighting for. The war on terror, for all 
its uncertainties, is in some respects a 
war of values: the monstrous methods 
of al- Qaeda, ISIS, and others are but a 
reflection of their authoritarian values 
and extremist ideologies. They hate us, 
not just because we are rich, but be-
cause we are, on the whole, free, liberal 
in thought, and humane in feelings. It 
would be ironic, and tragic, if in seeking 
to safeguard our security so as to pre-
serve our values, we undercut, for now 
and for the future, the very values that 
make us so proud to be Americans. 

John Roberts
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Gravity’s Black Rainbow
Lawrence M. Krauss

Black Hole Blues and  
Other Songs from Outer Space
by Janna Levin. 
Knopf, 242 pp., $26.95

Mapping the Heavens: 
The Radical Scientific Ideas  
That Reveal the Cosmos 
by Priyamvada Natarajan. 
Yale University Press, 267 pp., $26.00

The magnificent success of Albert Ein-
stein’s theory of general relativity—the 
modern theory of gravity, space, and 
time that supplanted Isaac Newton’s 
law of universal gravitation—pro-
moted the popular misconception that 
major advances in fundamental phys-
ics and cosmology are the province of 
theoretical physicists working at black-
boards or at their desks. Nothing could 
be further from the truth. Cosmology, 
like the rest of physics, is an empirical 
science. Progress is usually made when 
new experimental tools become avail-
able that produce discoveries that force 
scientists to adjust to new realities, or 
when ingenious experimentalists set 
out to build new devices to probe un-
explored aspects of the universe and 
thereby make discoveries that force sci-
entists to adjust to new realities. 

Two new books examine—in very 
different ways—these two facets of 
scientific progress by discussing dis-
coveries that have affected our under-
standing of the universe. Black Hole 
Blues by Janna Levin provides a case 
study of how a small group of scien-
tists overcame enormous challenges 
to build a seemingly impossible ex-
periment that recently made one of the 
most exciting scientific discoveries of 
this century. Mapping the Heavens by 
Priyamvada Natarajan explores how 
our scientific perspective has changed 
over millennia as we have learned 
about the large- scale structure and 
evolution of our universe, the nature 
of the Big Bang, and the existence of 
black holes—the very objects that are 
central to the discovery described in 
Levin’s book. The two books, though 
different in style and content, provide 
a strong case that science evolves by 
anything but a straightforward linear 
progression, and that often it is the 
scientists involved in making progress 
who have the hardest time adjusting to 
new scientific realities. As Max Planck 
once suggested, science advances one 
funeral at a time. 

Black Hole Blues explores the fas-
cinating, if sometimes tortured, his-
tory associated with the building of 
one of the most ambitious projects 
ever constructed to advance sci-
ence—LIGO, the Laser Interferom-
eter  Gravitational-Wave Observatory. 
LIGO consists of two huge sets of 
vacuum- filled tunnels, each four kilo-
meters long and outfitted with powerful 
lasers. One set is located in Hanford, 
Washington, and the other in Living-
ston, Louisiana. They were designed to 
detect “gravitational waves,” the elu-
sive ripples in space first predicted by 
Einstein a hundred years ago. In order 
to make such a detection LIGO also 
had to rely on the existence of pairs of 

huge black holes in distant galaxies, 
whose collision would create the gravi-
tational waves.

Einstein’s general theory of relativity, 
which was published in 1915, implied 
that space is dynamic, responding to 
mass and energy by curving or expand-
ing or contracting. These distortions in 
space- time are felt as gravity, which in 
turn affects the movements of objects 
within space and time. Shortly after de-
veloping his theory of general relativ-
ity, Einstein realized that just as tossing 
a rock into a pond results in wave- like 
ripples that travel along its surface, so 

too the motion of mass and energy can 
create a wave- like disturbance in space 
itself. This disturbance, in the form 
of a gravitational wave, would travel 
outward at the speed of light, and as it 
passed through a region, the distances 
between objects in that region would, 
as a result of gravitational force, liter-
ally oscillate back and forth over time. 

It seems unreal that gravitational 
waves of all sorts are traveling through 
your room as you are reading this. The 
walls do not appear to be oscillating 
in and out. But they are. We don’t no-
tice this because gravity is the weak-
est force in nature, and so the ripples 
in space caused by even catastrophic 
events are very faint. 

For most of us gravity seems any-
thing but weak. However, the physicist 
Richard Feynman gave a very simple 
thought experiment to demonstrate 
just how weak gravity is. Imagine 
going to the top of a tall building and 
throwing something fairly small off 
it. It takes the gravitational attraction 
of the entire Earth to accelerate the 
object as it falls several hundred feet 
to the ground. However, the force of 
electromagnetism in the atoms in the 
sidewalk on which the object lands is 
much stronger than gravity; the former 
stops the object within a minuscule 
fraction of an inch. In fact, solids are 
mostly empty space; it is the electric 
forces between the atoms in the ground 
and the atoms in the object that stop it 

from passing through the concrete. For 
the most part, the object would hardly 
make a dent. 

When Einstein first proposed that 
gravitational waves might be generated, 
it seemed that trying to detect them 
would be immensely difficult. (Einstein 
had his own doubts about whether they 
even existed and expressed such doubts 
several times—once in a paper he al-
most published had it not been for a 
clever referee.) Still, one can calculate 
that if two massive black holes—ex-

tremely dense objects with a gravita-
tional pull so strong that not even light 
can escape from them—collide in a 
nearby galaxy, the effect on Earth of 
the gravitational waves that pass by 
as a result would nevertheless be ex-
tremely tiny. If one considered, say, two 
objects separated by four kilometers 
(the length of the LIGO tunnels), then 
a passing gravitational wave from such 
an event would change the distance 
between these objects by less than one 
thousandth the size of a single proton. 

To measure such a change in length 
would be like measuring the distance 
between here and the nearest star to 
the width of a single human hair. But 
if such a measurement could be made 
it would reveal a great deal about both 
gravity and the universe. It could pro-
vide evidence helping to confirm the 
existence of gravitational waves and 
also offer strong additional support for 
the existence and effects of black holes 
formed by the collapse of massive stars; 
and this ultimately could help reveal 
how galaxies formed early in the his-
tory of the universe. In short, detecting 
gravitational waves would open a new 
window on the universe. 

Against all odds, and often in spite 
of themselves, a group of scientists suc-
ceeded in making this measurement. 
That is the story that Levin tells in 
Black Hole Blues. Levin is herself a 
theoretical physicist (as well as an ac-
complished novelist), but in Black Hole 

Blues she is more of a journalist, and a 
good one at that. Most of the book is 
based on personal interviews she car-
ried out with the principal scientists or 
on data she retrieved from her visits to 
archives in various locations, including 
the sites of the two LIGO detectors in 
Washington and Louisiana. 

Levin’s writing is casual and some-
times poetic, and the fortunate exis-
tence of an interesting and curious cast 
of characters makes her book a unique 
and convincing account of the discov-
ery of gravitational waves. She liberally 
inserts her own impressions and emo-
tions into the text, and the reader can’t 
help sharing her surprises, her con-
cerns, and her sympathies. 

LIGO, at a cost of $1 billion, is the 
largest project ever supported by the 
National Science Foundation. Levin 
traces its origins to an MIT classroom. 
In the 1960s, Rainer Weiss, an experi-
mental physicist who had built radios 
and televisions as a kid, was assigned to 
teach a class in general relativity at MIT, 
where he was a professor. Weiss was far 
from familiar with all the complexi-
ties of relativity and struggled with the 
mathematics, and he focused his class 
on experimental observations. When 
it came to teaching about gravitational 
waves, he assigned his students the task 
of thinking about how to detect them. 
He had a good idea: use light bouncing 
back and forth between three mirrors 
in a vacuum arranged in a right trian-
gle. One light beam would travel along 
one leg of the triangle, the other beam 
along the orthogonal leg. If the beams 
originated from the same source and if 
the legs were exactly the same length, 
then they would reach the central mir-
ror at exactly the same time. But if the 
distance traveled by one beam changed 
as the result of the effect of a passing 
gravitational wave, then the two light 
beams would become out of synch, and 
an experimenter could detect this dis-
crepancy at the central mirror. 

It seemed as if it might work, but only 
if scientists could construct a detector 
a few thousand times bigger than the 
prototype Weiss and his students built 
in a makeshift lab at MIT. It took forty- 
seven years, and a lot of tension among 
scientists as well as a lot of money, but 
it eventually happened, using a vastly 
modified and improved technology 
that nevertheless grew directly out of 
the ideas Weiss first tried out in the late 
1960s.

Weiss, an unassuming, hands- on 
scientist (I know almost all the main 
characters in the book and so my own 
descriptions are probably biased), 
comes as close as anyone to being the 
hero or at least the central character in 
the book. Having had a fundamental 
insight, he is driven along by the result-
ing events and grows into the role that 
follows. His foil is Ronald Drever, a 
talented Scottish experimentalist who 
emerges as a tragic figure, elevated 
early on to leadership of the experi-
ment but eventually exiled back home. 
Between Weiss and Drever is the un-
flappable, brilliant theorist Kip Thorne, 
promoted at age thirty to a full profes-
sorship at Caltech. Thorne saw early on 

A simulation of the collision of two black holes, which merged about 1.3 billion years ago to 
form a single black hole sixty-two times the mass of the sun. In the first discovery of its kind, 

the gravitational waves were detected simultaneously last September by the two branches 
of the Laser Interferometer Gravitational-Wave Observatory (LIGO), located in Hanford, 

Washington, and Livingston, Louisiana, and announced in February 2016.
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the potential of a grand experiment and 
decided it had to be done at Caltech. 
Beginning in the early 1980s, Weiss, 
Drever, and Thorne led the project to-
gether, as part of an arrangement Weiss 
(and Levin) calls “the Troika.” 

There are others who have signifi-
cant parts in the development of LIGO. 
Rochus Vogt, the intimidating former 
provost of Caltech, was hired in 1987 to 
direct the project after it became clear 
that the Troika would not be able to 
lead LIGO effectively, since the three 
members had difficulty agreeing on 
almost everything. Vogt helped secure 
funding for the project from the Na-
tional Science Foundation and over-
saw the construction of laboratories at 
Caltech.

But Vogt was a flawed leader. While 
he helped shepherd the project through 
Congress initially, he alienated many 
on the team, especially Drever, who 
was fired in 1992 after he disobeyed 
Vogt’s orders and presented a paper 
at a conference in Argentina. In 1994 
the particle physicist Barry Barish—
the first director with prior experience 
leading huge research projects—was 
brought in to turn an operation that 
looked doomed into a functioning 
experiment. 

By 2000 LIGO had been built, at a 
cost of about $200 million, requiring 
the kind of congressional lobbying that 
caused many outside the LIGO com-
munity to turn against the project. One 
of the two sets of LIGO detectors was 
built in Louisiana with help from the 
senator from that state. There had to be 
two identical sets of detectors located 
in different parts of the country so that 
any interference observed in one set of 
detectors could be compared to that 
in the second set, in order to get rid 
of spurious background noise. Besides 
dealing with the enormous challenges 
of building two four- kilometer- long 
tunnels to contain a vacuum more 
sparse than that of interstellar space, 
experimentalists had to deal with mold, 
snakes, spiders, an incursion of bass, 
and even an alligator. 

Barish is, in my opinion, the unsung 
hero of LIGO, and the only person 
who I think gets too little attention in 
Levin’s wonderful tale. While Thorne 
and Weiss and Drever each helped, in 
his own way, to create what was to be-
come LIGO, the amazing discovery of 
gravitational waves made on Septem-
ber 14, 2015, would never have hap-
pened without Barish’s leadership. He 
was most responsible for creating a 
fully functional laboratory and an ex-
perimental and theoretical community 
to support it. 

Nobel Prizes, like all prizes, are in 
some sense arbitrary, but the reported 
discovery by LIGO of a gravitational 
signal from two massive colliding 
black holes over one billion light years 
away—confirming the detailed predic-
tions of general relativity and opening 
a new era for astronomy—will surely 
win the prize. Only up to three scien-
tists can share the prize but it will be a 
pity if Barish cannot be honored along 
with the Troika of Thorne, Weiss, and 
Drever. 

Levin’s story is primarily a history 
of the people and the circumstances 
that led to the momentous discovery. 
But she doesn’t ignore the science, 
which is interspersed throughout the 
book in short passages—not too much 
to overwhelm, but not too little to 
leave the reader puzzled. It is clear 

from an epilogue about the discovery 
itself that Black Hole Blues was writ-
ten with the expectation of leaving the 
reader wondering if there would ever 
be definitive results. It was only in 
February 2016, after the findings were 
publicized, that Levin could confirm 
that LIGO had observed a gravita-
tional wave.

For many years LIGO has been the 
only laboratory with the capacity to 
detect gravitational waves. Other re-
markable detectors have been built, 
but none with the sensitivity of LIGO. 
The tension in Levin’s book results 
not from competition between LIGO 
and other research projects, but from 

doubts about sufficient support for 
LIGO’s survival. The book isn’t per-
fect. At a few points Levin’s whimsi-
cal style may seem jarring, but that is 
a small price to pay for the easy grace 
that generally characterizes her narra-
tive. This short volume will serve as a 
unique literary resource for those who 
wish to understand the history of one 
of the most ambitious science projects 
of the twentieth century. 

By contrast, Priyamvada Natarajan’s 
historical review of major surprises 
in cosmology, Mapping the Heavens, 
presents a more standard, comprehen-
sive overview of the long and winding 
road, starting from the earliest stages 
of investigation into the heavens, by 
which we have stumbled upon our cur-
rent understanding of the universe. 

Natarajan isn’t a fluid storyteller, 
but fortunately the value of the book 
doesn’t depend on this aspect of her 
writing. Hers is a tale focused largely 
on the science of astrophysics, and also 
to some degree on her own experience 
as an astrophysicist. There is much 
history here, including an enlighten-
ing discussion of ancient and medieval 
astronomy accompanied by beautiful 
illustrations. But the historical anec-

dotes sometimes seem like distractions, 
taking the reader away from the scien-
tific substance. Some of them are nev-
ertheless of strong interest, particularly 
the story of the unsung American as-
tronomer Henrietta Swan Leavitt. Her 
discovery of the regular pattern of vari-
able stars called Cepheids, whose fluc-
tuations in brightness are important for 
measuring cosmic distances, provided 
the fundamental tool that Edwin Hub-
ble used to make his groundbreaking 
discovery of the expanding universe. 
Although Hubble never won the Nobel 
Prize, which wouldn’t be given to as-
tronomers until the 1970s, one of the 
committee members wanted to nomi-

nate Leavitt for the award in 1925, un-
aware that she had died several years 
before. 

While much of the material Natara-
jan presents has been covered in the 
popular literature, the central premise 
of her book is both novel and absorbing. 
Her phrase “Mapping the Heavens” is 
both literal and metaphorical. Natara-
jan describes the revolutions that have 
taken place in our ability to explore 
the structure of our universe. But the 
point she makes is deeper. By describ-
ing developments in cosmology—in-
cluding the discovery of other galaxies, 
the discovery of the expansion of the 
universe, the existence of dark matter, 
black holes, and the mysterious dark 
energy causing the observed expansion 
of the universe to be speeding up—she 
succeeds in demonstrating how the 
progress of fundamental science often 
challenges the mental “maps” that 
scientists conceive to represent their 
ideas. It can take some time for even 
the scientists involved in the discover-
ies to accept the implications of their 
having such mental maps. These may 
impede progress, but happily the pro-
cess of science overcomes such biases, 
even if Planck’s dictum that science 
progresses one funeral at a time is oc-
casionally proven true. 

The Pillars of Creation inside the Eagle Nebula, a cloud of interstellar gas  
and dust about 6,500 light years away from Earth; from Expanding Universe:  
Photographs from the Hubble Space Telescope, published by Taschen last year  

on the twenty-fifth anniversary of the Hubble launch
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Available in bookstores, call (646) 215-2500,
or visit www.littlebookroom.com

Truman Capote’s classic essay about 
Brooklyn Heights and David Attie’s

photographs, now united for the fi rst time.

BROOKLYN:
A PERSONAL MEMOIR

by Truman Capote
WITH THE LOST

PHOTOGRAPHS OF
DAVID ATTIE

Hardcover • $29.95 • 80 photographs

For a few years in the 50s and 60s, Tru-
man Capote made his home on Willow 
Street, where he wrote the legendary essay
“Brooklyn Heights, A Personal Memoir.”
In it, he vividly evokes the neighborhood
he came to know well, bringing to life 
the landscape that was for him a world 
of grand homes and dimly recalled gen-
tility, a garden overhung with wisteria, 
the famous Promenade, the sometimes 
menacing waterfront.

David Attie’s photographs, commission-
ed by Holiday magazine in the 1950s 
and discovered by his son in 2014, pro-
vide a stunning and atmospheric paral-
lel portrait of Brooklyn in 1959, a city 
at once strangely familiar yet largely 
vanished. Horse-drawn wagons deliver 
produce to housewives, kids swim un-
supervised in the East River and get into 
mischief on the docks, and life plays out 
on stoops and streets against a backdrop 
of period architecture, the spectacular 
bridge, and the skyline of Manhattan.

“The long-lost photos. . . bring even more 
life to Capote’s sparkling description of

the history and spirit of the neighborhood,
with its eccentric characters, back alleys 

and fi ne houses (‘as elegant and
other-era as formal calling cards’).” 

—The New York Times

We are delighted to announce that 
David Attie’s Brooklyn photographs are 

being exhibited for the fi rst time at
Brooklyn Historical Society

128 Pierrepont Street, Brooklyn
Museum Hours Wednesday–Sunday, 

12pm to 5pm
www.brooklynhistory.org



September 29, 2016 85

Many books on cosmology have been 
written by theorists whose focus is more 
on the deepest and sometimes most 
speculative aspects of the field. Natara-
jan is a theoretical astrophysicist whose 
work is intimately involved with the 
analysis of data. While not an observer 
herself, she works with observers to 
understand the significance of what is 
seen and recorded. She describes how 
gravitational distortions of space- time 
allow us to map the distribution of dark 
matter, and how observations of X- rays 
can reveal information about the gigan-
tic black holes that seem to populate 
the centers of most galaxies. The dis-
covery of gravitational waves described 
in Levin’s book here overlaps with Na-
tarajan’s discussions of the astrophysics 
of black holes.

Readers of Mapping the Heavens 
will thus get a very good sense of how 
far cosmology has come, and how often 
observations have confronted prevail-
ing wisdom. Stylistically, the book falls 
somewhere between an academic text 
(although there are no equations) and 
a popular work of nonfiction. Most 
chapters begin with some anecdotes 
to lay the groundwork and then go on 
to state the scientific conclusion about 
the subject under discussion. Natarajan 
then returns to discuss in more detail 
how that conclusion was arrived at. The 
chapters usually end with a summary of 
what has been discussed in the chapter, 
sometimes quoting other writers to 
support her thesis, as one might in an 
academic paper. 

This didactic method is useful for 
presenting the material to readers new 
to the subject (and as a result the book 
might also be a valuable supplemen-
tary text in an introductory cosmol-
ogy course), but for some readers the 
sequence may be difficult to follow. I 
found this particularly notable in her 
discussion of Edwin Hubble’s work 
on the expanding universe, and again 
in her discussion of the discovery of 
the Cosmic Microwave Background, a 
thermal radiation that dates to about 
380,000 years after the Big Bang and 
that was first detected in 1964 with 
a radio telescope. For those familiar 
with these discoveries, the sequence of 
Natarajan’s explanations may not be a 
problem. But I expect that some read-
ers may have to reread the material a 
few times to get a sense of the process 
of discovery.

Because Natarajan’s astronomical 
work is closely tied to observation, 
one of the strengths of her book also 
produces a few weaknesses, at least 
when she describes some of the more 
esoteric aspects of theoretical physics. 
She discusses the Dutch physicist and 
mathematician Willem de Sitter’s dis-
covery of a solution to Einstein’s equa-
tions for general relativity that implied 
a universe without matter; but today 
his argument appears to describe our 
accelerating universe. Here Natarajan 
fails to emphasize an important point. 
Both de Sitter and Einstein believed 
that de Sitter’s solution described a 
static universe, in which they thought 
we lived. At the heart of general rela-
tivity is the notion that physics is de-
termined by the geometry of space, 
independent of one’s choice of coordi-
nate system, and as a result some ap-
parent anomalies are merely products 
of using inappropriate coordinates. 
Einstein and de Sitter’s interpretation 

was based on the use of one such co-
ordinate system to describe the solu-
tion, in which, as Natarajan writes, de 
Sitter’s solution had the rate of flow of 
time appear to vary throughout space. 

Also, I disagree with the suggestion 
that the development of general rela-
tivity was completely divorced from 
observation—an act of pure thought 
ex nihilo as it is described. For exam-
ple, the equivalence principle—which 
states that all objects are affected by 
gravity in the same way, independent 
of their nature and composition—had 
a central part in the development of 
Einstein’s thinking; and that principle 
had a strong basis in observation, from 
Galileo to Newton to the pioneering 
Eötvös experiment in 1908. 

While these are subtle issues that 
might only bother experts, there are 
a number of less subtle, if minor, his-
torical and numerical errors that I 
hope will be corrected in future edi-
tions.* There are also matters where 
my own recollections differ somewhat 
from the descriptions in the text—but 
as the Kurosawa film Rashomon made 
clear, memory is subjective. Still, in de-
scribing two of the discoverers of the 
accelerating universe, Brian Schmidt 
and Adam Riess, Natarajan writes 
that Schmidt, “true to national stereo-
types,” is a “relaxed” and “soft- spoken 
Australian,” while Adam Riess is the 
“intense” American. Schmidt, how-
ever, was born in Montana, grew up in 
Alaska, and attended college in Ari-
zona and  Cambridge, Massachusetts, 
before moving to Australia to take his 
current job. He is as American as they 
come, and while he strikes me as easy-
going, he seems anything but relaxed.

These are only quibbles about what 
is otherwise an insightful treatment 
of the major recent new discoveries in 
cosmology. Natarajan’s book is a useful 
and timely addition to the literature, 
in part because of its breadth, and in 
part because it vividly presents several 
important themes: how the scientific 
process has evolved over millennia; the 
complicated interplay between obser-
vation and theory; and how traditional 
views about how science is carried out 
are often idealized or simplistic. 

Science proceeds in anything but a 
linear and logical fashion. Together 
Levin’s and Natarajan’s books provide 
complementary and enlightening re-
flections on just how remarkable the 
process of science actually is, and how 
astonishing is the cosmos that science 
continues to reveal to us.  

*For example, on page 73 she refers to 
Einstein’s “seminal 1905 paper” as pro-
viding a new theory of mass, gravity, 
and space. This paper, which contained 
the famous equation E=mc2, was not 
about gravity. That subject was covered 
in his later seminal 1915 paper on gen-
eral relativity. Elsewhere, Natarajan 
twice makes a point of emphasizing 
how early 2009 was for presenting the 
Nobel Prize to the discoverers of the 
accelerating universe. The prize was 
not given in 2009, however, but in 2011. 

Similarly, the prize for the discovery 
of anisotropies in the Cosmic Micro-
wave Background was given in 2006, 
not 2007 as claimed. One of the illustra-
tions has four different panels that are 
described, without explanation, as cor-
responding to the resolutions, respec-
tively, of three different experiments. 
Such slips could have been picked up 
by more careful fact-checking.
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The Forever War?
Michael Ignatieff

Spiral:  
Trapped in the Forever War
by Mark Danner.  
Simon and Schuster, 267 pp., $26.00

The battle against terrorism has be-
come America’s forever war. The origi-
nal congressional authorization for the 
war—the Authorization for the Use 
of Military Force Against Terrorists 
(AUMF) of September 2001—has now 
been bent and enlarged to embrace en-
emies that it did not mention or envis-
age when it was written. 

The commander in chief has made 
no secret of his fear that the war he is 
obliged to wage against terrorism has 
been corroding the American soul. In 
a speech at the National Defense Uni-
versity in 2013, he said:

We cannot use force everywhere 
that a radical ideology takes root. 
And in the absence of a strat-
egy that reduces the wellspring 
of extremism, a perpetual war 
through drones or special forces or  
troop deployments will prove self- 
defeating and alter our country in 
troubling ways.

He wants to bring the war to an end, 
but as his term ebbs away, he is like 
Laocoön struggling to escape the ser-
pents’ coils.

With San Bernardino and Orlando, 
Paris, Brussels, and now Nice, the 
threat that once seemed to come from 
without now also comes from within. It 
has felt like a betrayal to discover that 
some of the attackers were not foreign-
ers, but citizens. 

Thinking about the citizen terrorist is 
not easy. The beginning of wisdom may 
be to refuse the ready- made explana-
tions that have flooded the void left be-
hind by tragedy. We don’t understand 
how or why particular individuals “self- 
radicalize” while others do not. We do 
not know why they choose the targets 
they do. We have no good reason to 
believe that multicultural integration 
in general, or the integration of Mus-
lim minorities in particular, has failed 
simply because it so obviously fails in 
these singular and tragic instances. 
The closer you look at these cases, the 
less obvious it becomes how to stop the 
carnage, though it would help to make 
it considerably more difficult for indi-
viduals who end up on FBI watch lists 
to purchase assault weapons. 

Donald Trump has no patience 
with the perplexing questions posed 
by  Orlando and San Bernardino. He 
has his own answers. He believes the 
“home-grown terrorist” calls into ques-
tion mass immigration from foreign 
countries in general and Muslim coun-
tries in particular. He wants to call an 
end to any welcome America may give 
to refugees, starting with the desperate 
people escaping Syria. Right- wing pol-
iticians across Europe want to do the 
same. Closing borders, building walls, 
sending them all back “home”—these 
proposals appeal to voters frightened, 
for other reasons as well, by open bor-
ders and global job competition. 

What’s new about the politics of ter-
rorism today is the malign confluence 

of two distinct and separate challenges: 
mass migration and refugee flight, and 
the self- radicalizing terrorist. Right- 
wing politicians—such as Nigel Farage 
in the UK, Geert Wilders in Holland, 
Donald Trump in the United States, 
and Marine Le Pen in France—are all 
exploiting the terrorist threat to stig-
matize the refugee and the migrant as 
part of their larger insurrection against 
the political elites who have presided 
over a multicultural society built on in-
formed politics, mass migra-
tion, and generous asylum 
rights. This is the conflu-
ence—of terrorist crimes 
empowering the authorita-
rian right—that is frag-
menting the political center  
and putting pressure on 
the politicians in Western  
political systems still com-
mitted to a rule-  bound and 
law- abiding battle against 
terrorism.

In the hardening climate 
of opinion, some conser-
vative Americans believe 
that George W. Bush and 
Dick Cheney were right all 
along, even if their policies 
included torture, rendition,  
secret detention, mass tele-
phone surveillance, arrest 
without warrant, and depor-
tations, as well as the inva-
sion of Iraq. By endorsing 
waterboarding, Trump has 
embraced the Bush admin-
istration’s ruthless conse-
quentialism with gusto, be-  
cause it differentiates him, 
as the commentators say, 
from politicians with con-
stitutional scruples. It also 
makes him the first con-
tender for the presidency to 
explicitly endorse torture. 

Thus far, Hillary Clin-
ton has stood her ground, 
defending her fellow citi-
zens of Islamic origin, repeating her 
pledges to Syrian immigrants, and com-
mitting herself to a rights- respecting 
and rule- bound battle against terror-
ism. If terrorism remains an election 
issue in November, the choice seems 
clear enough, but there is a problem. 
The Democratic nominee was secre-
tary of state in an administration that 
carried out certain aspects of the Bush 
strategy—targeted killing and drone 
strikes—with relentless determination.

As voters go to the polls in November, 
some will ask whether Clinton is either 
willing or able to reverse the policies 
deep inside America’s security agen-
cies that have driven the war on terror 
since September 11. This is the ques-
tion raised in Mark Danner’s new book, 
Spiral: Trapped in the Forever War. A 
frequent contributor to these pages and 
a professor at Bard College and the 
University of California at Berkeley, 
Danner has been the most intellectually 
distinguished critic of America’s war on 
terror. Spiral is a masterly writer’s case 
for the prosecution, a patriot’s indict-
ment of his own country’s folly. 

For Danner, US counterterrorism 
policy began before September 11, in 

the Reagan era, when the administra-
tion lent support to anti- Communist 
regimes and death squads in Latin 
America. It was back in the early 1980s 
that an Argentinian journalist first told 
him, for example, about the regime’s 
use of an interrogation technique 
called el submarino. Today we call it 
waterboarding. 

In Danner’s analysis, the Bush ad-
ministration’s antiterrorism policies 
reprised both the Reagan counter-

insurgency strategy in Latin America 
and the “all is permitted” mindset li-
censed by the cold war. The “enhanced 
interrogation techniques” used on “il-
legal combatants” after September 11 
were all drawn from “a Cold War–era 
pilot training program that intention-
ally reproduced techniques the Soviets 
and Chinese had used.” 

Danner writes in a tone of sorrow 
as much as in anger, refusing, even in 
the face of his own evidence, to give up 
the belief that America could afford to 
behave so much better. As he ruefully 
remarks, however, the call for America 
to recover its moral ideals seems to be 
falling on deaf ears. In the 1990s, he 
thought that all he had to do was bring 
the facts of torture or massacre to 
public attention and outraged citizens 
and free institutions would do the rest. 
Today, he says, the audience reacts with 
numbed dissociation: “What if you tear 
off the veil and no one gasps, no one 
cringes, no one even blinks?” 

Danner may be exaggerating Ameri-
cans’ numbness of heart. Plenty of 
Americans were outraged by the pho-
tographs from Abu Ghraib, to the 
depths of their being. More than any 
other single aspect of the war on ter-
ror, the images woke Americans to the 

reality that their counterterror policies 
might also be a strategic disaster:

Consider the image of Leashed 
Man: an Arab male stretched out 
nude and helpless on the dirty floor 
of Abu Ghraib, his face convulsed 
in pain and humiliation as a young 
American woman in military fa-
tigues stands smiling triumphantly 
over him, the leash tethering his 
neck grasped in her hand. Had bin 

Laden gone to Madison 
Avenue and offered to 
pay millions for a propa-
ganda poster that would 
embody his message, 
could he have found any-
thing more effective? 

Instead of keeping the 
homeland safe, Danner ar-
gues, the Bush administra-
tion’s moral indifference 
increased the danger to 
America and its allies:

The self- proclaimed ex-
ceptional nation now 
finds itself trapped in a 
permanent state of ex-
ception, a spiral of self- 
defeating policies that 
carries us ever further 
from what had been our 
initial purpose: to reduce 
the number of terrorists 
seeking to do us harm.

This is true, but Dan-
ner neglects the other side 
of the ledger. America is 
less trapped in the folly of 
Bush- era policies than he 
maintains. Guantánamo is 
not closed, but it is a shadow 
of its former size, with the 
number of detainees slowly 
declining to its current fig-
ure of about seventy- five. 
The Supreme Court did 

accord the remaining detainees some 
habeas corpus rights. The Obama ad-
ministration did make extensive use 
of drone killings in the first term, but 
has sharply reduced its use of them in 
the second.1 As far as we can tell, the 
CIA’s secret interrogation sites have 
been shut down. Rendition to tortur-
ing countries is illegal. Torture at home 
is outlawed by presidential order. The 
extent of government electronic eaves-
dropping has been in large part dis-
closed and, at least according to Eric 
Schmidt of Google, is less substantial 
or invasive than originally feared when 
Edward Snowden revealed the pro-
gram. There have, Schmidt says, been 
40,000–50,000 orders to Google for 
disclosure of its Gmail accounts, out of 
a user base that numbers in the billions. 
If Americans know about the abuses 
committed in their name, it is thanks to 
dozens of journalists, writers, whistle- 
blowers, and public interest lawyers 
who forced the Obama administration 
to disclose secret programs and termi-
nate the worst abuses. 

Mark Danner, New York City, November 2007;  
photograph by Dominique Nabokov
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1See David Cole, “The Drone Presi-
dency,” The New York Review, August 
18, 2016.
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Danner does accept that the Obama 
administration has dismantled some 
of the Bush legacy. He also notes that 
Obama’s rhetoric, at least, has warned 
of the dangers that the war on terror 
poses to American values, as in this 
passage of his National Defense Uni-
versity speech:

Unless we discipline our thinking, 
our definitions, our actions, we 
may be drawn into more wars we 
don’t need to fight or continue to 
grant presidents unbound powers 
more suited for traditional armed 
conflicts between nation states. 

Of this speech, Danner writes: 

It would be hard to imagine a more 
eloquent warning of the danger of 
endless war, and it would be im-
possible to cite a more telling ex-
ample of the contradictory policy 
impulses that haunt the president’s 
approach to the forever war, in 
which he prosecutes it and criti-
cizes his own prosecution of it at 
almost the same time. 

Danner’s indictment consists of the 
claim that the president promised a 
complete break with the policies of 
the Bush administration, which he was 
never able to deliver. While outlawing 
torture by executive order, Obama 
blocked attempts to prosecute the Bush 
administration lawyers and operatives 
who justified torture or carried it out. 
Having campaigned against “dumb” 
wars in 2008, Obama allowed himself 
to be persuaded to “lead from behind,” 
supporting military intervention by a 
coalition against Muammar Qaddafi 
in Libya in 2011, with the result that 
Libya has collapsed and ISIS now has 
a base in Sirte on the Mediterranean 
coast. Having pledged to bring Ameri-
cans home from combat, Obama has, 
according to various reports, deployed 
US Special Operations forces in some 
seventy countries around the world; 
they engage in black- ops raids and 
kill- and- capture missions in Pakistan, 
Afghanistan, Yemen, Iraq, and Syria, 
among other countries.

Danner’s indictment of these policies 
is unsparing, but it is sometimes less 
than clear what he would propose in 
their stead. For example, he condemns 
the president for ordering the bombing 
campaign against ISIS in 2015 on the 
grounds that the bombings “dramati-
cally helped its recruiting, hastening 
a vast flow of foreign fighters into its 
ranks.” But foreign fighters were al-
ready there when Obama initiated the 
campaign, and since Danner would 
have opposed a US ground operation, 
what military alternative remained but 
bombing?

Danner is also highly critical of 
Obama’s drone campaign, believing 
that drones have created more ter-
rorists than they have destroyed. The 
Stimson Center report on drones that 
he cites reaches a more ambivalent 
conclusion:

While tactical strikes may have 
helped keep the homeland free of 
major terrorist attacks, existing 
evidence indicates that both Sunni 
and Shia Islamic extremist groups 
have grown in scope, lethality 
and influence in the broader area 
of operations in the Middle East, 
 Africa and South Asia. 

If—and the report is conditional about 
this—the strikes “have helped keep the 
homeland free of major terrorist at-
tacks,” they are working, at least as far 
as the homeland is concerned, whether 
they are morally acceptable or not. As 
for the related question of whether US 
drone strikes have made life more dan-
gerous for US allies—such as Pakistan, 
Bangladesh, Belgium, or France, which 
have all been targeted—the evidence is 
simply unclear. Drone strikes do pro-
vide local extremists with tinder for 
their ideological fires, but some people 
in the Pakistani tribal areas are not 
unhappy to see the terrorists in their 
midst coming under pressure, and it 
is also worth pointing out that drone 
strikes cause less harm than the avail-
able alternative, clearance operations 
by local military forces backed up by 
US Special Forces. As for the evident 
growth of Islamic extremist groups, is 
it obvious that US drone strikes are the 
chief factors to blame? Isn’t it naive to 
expect that stopping the strikes will di-
minish the capacity of such groups to 
enlist recruits? 

Obama himself is aware that drone 
strikes kill innocent civilians and rally 
others to the jihadi cause. Accordingly, 
he told an audience at West Point in 
2014, he will authorize strikes 

only when we face a continuing, 
imminent threat, and only where 
there is near certainty of no ci-
vilian casualties, for our actions 
should meet a simple test: We must 
not create more enemies than we 
take off the battlefield.

For Danner this is casuistry, but for 
many Americans, discriminating and 
targeted strikes against identified ter-
rorists make strategic sense.

Danner does not ignore the sheer 
malignity of the terrorists who liberal 
societies face. Nor is he naive enough 
to believe that American foreign policy 
would make fewer enemies if it did 
more social work around the world. 
In any case, the old conceit that de-
mocracy promotion and economic aid 
could prevent terrorism from taking 
root has faded away. 

So we are left with the question: What 
can America allow itself to do that 
would keep the country safe? Danner 
is clear about what he would not do: no 
torture, no enhanced interrogation, no 
rendition, no drone strikes, and a for-
mal end to the unlimited state of excep-
tion proclaimed by the AUMF in 2001, 
which still defines the legal parameters 
of the war on terror. Having withdrawn 
the AUMF, Danner would bring the 
fight against terrorists back under con-
stitutional control by basing the presi-
dent’s power to defend the homeland 
exclusively on his Article Two powers 
as commander in chief. 

Danner believes that by ending the 
AUMF, “the expanding war on ter-
ror embodied in unceasing drone and 
special operations campaigns in a half 
dozen countries would come to an 
end.” Ending the AUMF and issuing a 
new one that would limit presidential 
discretion is long overdue, but such a 
change would only lead to a fundamen-
tal shift in counterterrorism strategy if 
the president were also to stop engag-
ing in preemptive and preventive mili-
tary action and abandon drone strikes, 
in favor of waiting until threats to the 

homeland were imminent and action-
able. Whether this would work is any-
one’s guess, and it’s less than clear that 
a president—assuming it is Hillary 
Clinton—would be willing to take the 
risks involved.

Danner also urges the president to 
change the attitudes of the American 
people on the subject of terrorism by 
reminding them that more people are 
struck by lightning than are killed in 
terrorist incidents. President Obama 
has tried to ease Americans’ concerns 
about the terrorist threat, but following 
Orlando and San Bernardino, there are 
limits to what any president can do to 
shape public opinion.

Danner believes that America will 
be safer if it abandons liberal interna-
tionalist activism in favor of “offshore 
balancing.” This is a phrase associated 
with foreign policy realists like Stephen 
Walt and John Mearsheimer.2 Danner’s 
adoption of realist language is a sign 
that disillusion with liberal internation-
alism has now spread across the foreign 
policy spectrum from Trump on the 
right to Sanders on the left. What “off-
shore balancing” means, in practice, 
may be less than clear. In relation to the 
fight against ISIS, for example, it might 
mean pulling US ground troops out of 
the war zones and supporting Kurdish 
and Sunni proxies from offshore carri-
ers and bases. Since US ground troops 
might make the difference between 
success or failure against ISIS, it’s an 

open question whether “offshore bal-
ancing” will work. Meanwhile, in July, 
an ISIS truck bomb in Baghdad killed 
three hundred people, one of the most 
destructive bombings since the US in-
vasion. Can the US do nothing in re-
sponse to such attacks on a country it 
did so much to create, or on other coun-
tries with which it has close relations?

In other words, Danner is clearer 
about what America shouldn’t do than 
what it should. He shows, with eloquent 
conviction and considerable evidence, 
that torture, rendition, domestic sur-
veillance, foreign wars, and democ-
racy promotion at gunpoint have made 
America more enemies than friends, 
and in the process have diminished 
America’s moral standing and secu-
rity. He says little about the American 
citizen terrorist in the book—and since 
this is one of the most vexing compo-
nents of the problem, it is a serious 
omission; but he must surely be right 
that American policies overseas, espe-
cially in Afghanistan, Pakistan, Iraq, 
and Syria, have aggravated its prob-
lem with self- radicalizing terrorists at 
home. 

The unanswered question, as the 
Obama administration draws to a close 
and a new one will soon take over, is 
whether a different counterterrorism 
policy will do a better job of reconciling 
fundamental moral imperatives with 
the unending struggle to keep the US 
and its allies safe from both enemies 
without and its own citizens drawn to 
terrorism. Is it too much to ask of a 
democracy, as it votes in November, 
that it debates this question honestly 
instead of allowing fear and hatred to  
dictate its choices? 

2John J. Mearsheimer and Stephen M. 
Walt, “The Case for Offshore Balanc-
ing; A Superior US Grand Strategy,” 
Foreign Affairs, July/August 2016.
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The Real Power of Putin
Benjamin Nathans

Biographies of political leaders typi-
cally offer a seminal moment, prefer-
ably early in their subjects’ lives, that 
crystallizes a character trait or provides 
a pivotal lesson for the life that follows. 
In the case of Yuri Andropov, longtime 
head of the KGB (1967–1982), briefly 
leader of the Soviet Union (1982–1984), 
and, most fatefully, patron of the young 
Mikhail Gorbachev, that moment came 
in the fall of 1956. From his window in 
the Soviet embassy in Budapest, An-
dropov watched in horror as, in the 
space of a single week in October, a 
student demonstration swelled into a 
popular uprising that toppled the Com-
munist government and threatened to 
remove the Hungarian People’s Repub-
lic from the Warsaw Pact and thus from 
the outer tier of the Soviet Empire. 

Through that same window, he could 
see the bodies of officers of the Hungar-
ian secret police swaying from street-
lights. Despite the successful crushing 
of the uprising by Soviet troops, in the 
course of which thousands of Hungar-
ian civilians and hundreds of Soviet 
soldiers were killed, the events in Bu-
dapest marked the birth of Andro-
pov’s—and the KGB’s—“Hungarian 
complex,” the mortal fear of small, un-
official groups sparking movements to 
overthrow Communist rule with direct 
(in the Hungarian case) or indirect en-
couragement by the West. 

A generation later, in another So-
viet outpost on the western edge of 
Moscow’s empire, a similar drama 
unfolded. This time the city was Dres-
den, the year was 1989, and the outpost 
was the KGB’s mansion on Angelika-
strasse, directly across from the local 
headquarters of the Stasi, the KGB’s 
East German counterpart. A crowd of 
several thousand protesters had suc-
cessfully breached the Stasi’s gates, 
gleefully ransacking the building 
while grim-faced intelligence officers 
stood by and watched. Also watch-
ing, from a window across the street, 
was thirty-seven-year-old Lieutenant 
Colonel Vladimir Putin, who was tem-
porarily in charge of the mansion, its 
voluminous intelligence records, and 
its staff of four. Shortly after dusk, a 
small crowd peeled away from the Stasi 
building with the intent of pulling off a 
similar victory against the KGB. 

According to the New York Times 
reporter Steven Lee Myers’s gripping 
account of this oft-told story in The 
New Tsar, Putin placed an urgent call 
to the local Soviet military command, 
requesting reinforcements to protect 
the mansion, only to be told that noth-
ing could be done without orders from 
Moscow and that “Moscow is silent.” 
With his career and a treasure trove 
of highly classified documents on the 
line, Putin decided to take matters into 
his own hands. Approaching the man-
sion’s outer gates alone and unarmed, 
he announced in German to the crowd 
assembled there, “This house is strictly 
guarded. My soldiers have weapons. 
And I gave them orders: if anyone en-
ters the compound, they are to open 
fire.” It worked, at least in one sense: 
the crowd returned to the Stasi build-
ing, leaving the mansion and its con-
tents untouched. But if Putin won the 
battle, the Soviet Union lost the war. 

What lessons did Putin draw from 
this episode, apart from its subsequent 
utility for biographical purposes? 
Haunted by the phrase “Moscow is si-
lent,” he came to regard that silence as 
symptomatic of a “disease called paral-
ysis—a paralysis of power.” A timely 
and assertive response to popular pro-
tests, it seems, might have produced a 
better outcome, might have kept Mos-
cow’s East European buffer zone and 
perhaps the USSR itself intact. The 
protesters in Dresden that day were 
for Putin not a crowd but a mob: un-

informed (some demanded to see the 
KGB’s nonexistent torture chambers), 
loud (some were shouting), and lawless 
(they ransacked the Stasi’s confiden-
tial files). They and their counterparts 
in Leipzig, Warsaw, Prague, Vilnius, 
Tbilisi, Baku, and Yerevan were sow-
ers not of transparency but of anarchy. 

We needn’t look therefore to the 
post-Soviet “color revolutions” in 
Georgia (2003) and Ukraine (2004), 
let alone to the more recent demonstra-
tions in Moscow against election fraud 
(2011–2012), for the source of Putin’s 

visceral aversion to public protests. The 
groundwork was laid much earlier, and 
its timing bears on the debate about 
the current direction of Russian poli-
tics. As Putin’s rule has turned more 
authoritarian and his foreign policy 
more aggressive, observers have been 
asking themselves whether something 
fundamental has shifted in his outlook, 
and if so, why. 

To be sure, like most people who have 
built their careers inside intelligence 
services, Putin was never going to be 
a plausible spokesman for deliberative 
and pluralist politics. Instead, he has 
presided over “managed democracy” 
(managed, that is, by the Kremlin) or 
“sovereign democracy” (sovereign, that 
is, vis-à-vis foreign influence)—varia-
tions on the Soviet era’s “people’s de-
mocracy”—all Potemkin democracies 
draped over authoritarian structures of 
power, going back to what Max Weber 
called the “fake constitutionalism” of 
the tsarist regime at the beginning of 
the twentieth century. 

Nonetheless, at the beginning of the 
twenty-first century, what appeared to 
drive Putin was the sober pursuit of 
Russia’s national interest after the dis-
integration and free fall of the 1990s, 
which he countered by renationalizing 
the country’s principal assets—oil, gas, 
and precious metals—and thereby re-
storing state capacity. Even without 
getting a sense of his soul, as George W. 
Bush claimed to have done in 2001, one 
could recognize Putin as a conserva-
tive patriot, a man, to borrow Margaret 
Thatcher’s assessment of Gorbachev, 
with whom one could do business. 

And business was indeed done: post-
Soviet Moscow became home to more 
billionaires than any other city in the 
world, even as a prosperous middle 
class began to spread its wings there 
and in St. Petersburg and other Rus-
sian cities. Business was done across 
Russia’s borders as well, as China and 
the European Union became major 
consumers of Russian oil and natural 
gas. Putin imposed a semblance of law 
and a great deal of order at home, while 
Russia joined or sought to join the 
multilateral organizations (G8, WTO, 
OSCE, etc.) that are the benchmarks 
of global integration. All these trends 
were widely understood as both cause 
and effect of Russia’s transition toward 
“normal” market democracy.

What happened? Why did Putin’s 
Russia jump the rails? Why is the talk 
(not to mention the book titles) in the 
West no longer of transition but regres-
sion, with a “new tsar,” a “new Russian 
empire,” and a “new cold war”? Amer-
icans—the quintessential middle-class 
nation—cherish the notion that a rising 
middle class expands political freedom 
and the rule of law; that commerce 
among nations reduces the threat of 
war; and that, in the long run at least, 
democracy produces the greatest good 
for the greatest number. The distin-
guished historian Moshe Lewin argued 
that Gorbachev, Russia’s leading de-
mocratizer to date, was part of a rising 
tide within the Soviet population, an 
emerging majority of educated, white-
collar urbanites, and that perestroika 
was the product not just of a handful of 
Communist Party reformers but of the 
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accumulating modernization of Soviet 
society itself. Deep currents of Russian 
social history were flowing in the direc-
tion of liberalization, and Gorbachev 
rode the wave.

This notion and the cherished assump-
tions behind it are now facing historic 
tests not only in Russia but in China, 
Poland, and elsewhere. The members 
of Russia’s middle class who appear in 
the veteran NPR reporter Anne Gar-
rels’s Putin Country, a survey of life 
in the provincial city of Chelyabinsk, 
hardly fit Lewin’s liberalizing mold. 
Enmeshed in webs of corruption that 
stretch from ballot stuffing to journal-
ism for hire, from evasion of military 
service to the auctioning of university 
admissions, they blame the “everything 
for sale” mentality precisely on the neo-
liberalism imported from the West in 
the 1990s. As one woman puts it, “All 
those financial manipulations, the rush 
to privatize, these ideas didn’t come 
from here, they came from you, from 
the West, but the West didn’t have to 
live through the results.” Public protests 
in Chelyabinsk, however, are extremely 
rare, since few people can envision a vi-
able alternative to the status quo. 

Instead, Garrels’s subjects follow the 
time-tested Russian strategies of adap-
tation and circumvention. On the eve 
of recent elections, for example, stu-
dents at Chelyabinsk State University 
were informed that, to express their 
gratitude for government-issued schol-
arships, they should support United 
Russia, Putin’s party. To verify that 
support, officials required students to 
use their cell phones to photograph 
their ballot as they voted. Some stu-
dents complied with a twist: they placed 
a thread in the shape of a check mark 
next to “United Russia,” photographed 
the ballot, and then removed the thread 
and voted as they pleased. 

According to Authoritarian Rus-
sia, by the political scientist Vladimir 
Gel’man, it is precisely such microstrat-
egies of coping that help perpetuate 
Russia’s authoritarian politics. Like 
most politicians, Russia’s leaders are 
simply “rational power maximizers.” 
The difference is that they operate in 
a country almost entirely devoid of in-
stitutional and political constraints on 
elite behavior. Gel’man thus shows lit-
tle interest in Putin’s worldview, or the 
views of those around him; in fact, he 
writes, “ideology as such has probably 
been the least meaningful factor in Rus-
sian politics since the Soviet collapse.” 

Putin was able to abolish regional 
elections of provincial governors and 
instead appoint them himself, with 
impunity. His predecessor, Boris Yelt-
sin, brought in tanks to fire on the 
popularly elected Russian parliament 
and rewrote the constitution to fortify 
executive power, with impunity. Even 
Anatoly Sobchak, the law professor 
and first post-Soviet mayor of St. Pe-
tersburg (among whose protégés were 
Putin and his future sidekick Dmitri 
Medvedev), did not hesitate to dissolve 
the city council and concentrate power 
in his own hands, also with impunity. 

These were assaults not on individual 
rivals, opposition parties, or indepen-
dent media, but on the fundamental 
structures of the democratic process 
itself, and yet they generated hardly a 
ripple of protest. “Almost all success 
stories of democratization,” Gel’man 
notes, “result from constraints im-

posed on would-be dominant actors . . . 
by institutions, or by other actors, or 
sometimes even by themselves.” Rather 
than parse Putin’s speeches for signs of 
creeping authoritarianism, or endlessly 
cite the color revolutions as triggers of 
the Kremlin’s backlash against civil 
society, we should recognize that the 
Russia that emerged from seventy-four 
years of Soviet socialism was already 
deeply authoritarian before Putin set 
foot in the Kremlin. 

Indeed, as the political scientist 
Andrei Tsygankov reminds us in The 
Strong State in Russia, in the wake of 
previous catastrophic breakdowns dur-
ing the past thousand years, whether 
triggered by rebellion from within or 
invasion from without (or both), Rus-
sia has always reestablished a strong, 
centralized state. That state has taken 

a variety of forms, to be sure, but 
through all of them runs a common 
trait: the tendency for power to reside 
in persons more than in institutions. 
Like most pre modern monarchs, the 
tsars recognized no formal constraints 
on their authority. And despite the 
transfer of sovereignty from the tsar’s 
mortal body to the immortal working 
class and Communist Party, the Bol-
sheviks constructed personality cults 
around Lenin and Stalin that dwarfed 
anything produced by the sacred mon-
archies. In Russia there are few signs of 
institutional or any other domestic con-
straints emerging in the near future. 
The new urban middle class, for all 
its visibility, lacks formal instruments 
through which to promote its interests. 
And while Russia may be famous for its 
fabulously wealthy oligarchs, they have 
been too busy maneuvering against 
each other to form an actual oligarchy. 

In The Less You Know, the Better 
You Sleep, the veteran journalist David 
 Satter shares the sense that there has 
been little change in Putin’s politics, 
and that the consolidation of authori-
tarian rule was already well underway 
in the Yeltsin era. But his analysis of 
those politics is much darker, focusing 
on the simmering accusation that in the 
fall of 1999, Russia’s security services 
(FSB) directly or indirectly orchestrated 
a series of bombings of apartment build-
ings in the cities of Buinaksk, Moscow, 
Volgodonsk, and Ryazan (the last foiled 
by alert residents), then falsely claimed 
that they were the work of Chechen 
separatists, thus providing a pretext for 

Prime Minister Putin, previously the 
FSB’s director, to launch Moscow’s sec-
ond war against the breakaway republic 
of Chechnya. 

Those accusations were first leveled 
in 2002 by Yuri Felshtinsky and Alex-
ander Litvinenko, the latter a defector 
from the FSB who was fatally poisoned 
four years later by an FSB emissary in 
London using radioactive polonium 210. 
Whereas Myers and other authors under 
review present disturbing evidence but 
withhold final judgment about responsi-
bility for the bombings, in which nearly 
three hundred civilians were killed and 
over a thousand wounded, Satter is 
convinced that these were acts of state-
sponsored terrorism against the state’s 
own citizens. 

He argues moreover that the hor-
rific hostage-taking episodes at the 

Dubrovka Theater in Moscow in 2002 
and at School No. 1 in the North Cau-
casian town of Beslan in 2004, in which 
a combined total of over five hundred 
people were killed, including nearly 
two hundred children, were “the result 
of a Russian provocation” designed to 
further Putin’s consolidation of power 
in the name of the war on terrorism. 
Satter’s shocking accusations are not 
just quantitatively but qualitatively dif-
ferent from those linking Russian au-
thorities to the assassination of vocal 
critics such as Paul Klebnikov (2004), 
Anna Politkovskaya (2006), Anasta-
siya Baburova and Stanislav Markelov 
(2009), Natalya Estemirova (2009), 
and Boris Nemtsov (2015)—to name 
only the most prominent cases. The 
victims at the Dubrovka and in Beslan, 
like those of the apartment bombings, 
were not critics but anonymous, ran-
dom targets of lethal violence, which is 
to say, of terrorism. 

These charges, as Satter recognizes, 
boggle the mind. To understand to-
day’s Russia, he insists, “is actually 
very easy, but one must teach oneself to 
do something that is very hard—to be-
lieve the unbelievable,” because “Rus-
sia is a universe based on a completely 
different set of values.” German Chan-
cellor Angela Merkel arrived at a simi-
lar conclusion in March 2014, following 
a telephone conversation with Putin 
in the midst of Russia’s annexation 
of the Crimean peninsula. Merkel re-
ported afterward to President Obama 
that Putin was out of touch with real-
ity, living “in another world.” One 
needn’t fully share this Manichaean 
perspective to conclude that Gel’man’s 

“rational power maximization” can-
not adequately capture what drives 
Putin—or any other politician. To put 
it another way, it fails to grapple with 
John Maynard Keynes’s dictum that 
“the power of vested interests is vastly 
exaggerated compared with the grad-
ual encroachment of ideas.”

According to Putinism, by long-
time Russia observer Walter Laqueur, 
Keynes’s pronouncement should apply 
particularly to Russia, which even 
today is unable “to exist without a doc-
trine and a mission.” The Soviet Union 
from which Russia emerged in 1991 
was the most purpose-driven society 
the world has ever seen. Yet Laqueur 
struggles to put his finger on what he 
calls “the emerging ‘Russian idea,’” 
partly because so many doctrines are 
competing for influence (Russian Or-
thodoxy, Eurasianism, antiglobalism, 
nationalism), and partly because, as 
he concedes, the vast majority of or-
dinary Russians “are not motivated by 
ideology; their psychology and ambi-
tions are primarily those of members 
of a consumer society.” The ubiquity 
in contemporary Russian political 
thought of fantastic conspiracy theo-
ries periodically leads Laqueur to 
throw up his hands in frustration. At 
one point he concludes that, apart from 
a vague “nationalism accompanied by 
anti-Westernism,” “there might be no 
elaborate Putinist ideology” after all.

Financial Times reporter Charles 
Clover takes a different approach to 
the role of ideas in Putin’s Russia. 
Black Wind, White Snow—a phrase 
borrowed from Alexander Blok’s apoc-
alyptic 1918 poem “The Twelve,” about 
Bolshevik apostles ushering in a new 
age—offers a highly person-centered 
(and thus appropriately Russian) his-
tory of “Eurasianism,” a keyword 
among today’s Russian conservatives. 
Like Blok, the original Eurasianists 
(many of them exiles in interwar Eu-
rope) sought to reconcile themselves to 
the Soviet project by recasting its histor-
ical meaning. Beginning with the aris-
tocrat Nikolai Trubetskoy, they made 
their peace with Bolshevism as the only 
available means to insulate Russia from 
the violent self-absorption of a Euro-
pean civilization in steep decline. 

Eurasianism began as an imagina-
tive—to put it generously—theory of 
historical linguistics, allegedly showing 
that Russian tonal patterns had more 
in common with those of the steppe 
peoples of Inner Asia (“Eurasia”) 
than with Europeans’. For Trubetskoy 
and his collaborator Roman Jakobson, 
moreover, linguistic structures cap-
tured and preserved deep affinities of 
culture and consciousness, rendering 
visible, to the trained eye, the true fron-
tiers of a great Eurasian civilization 
that had amalgamated dozens or even 
hundreds of tribes in a single “conver-
gence zone.” From here it was a short 
step to declaring that Russia was nei-
ther a Slavic nor a European country, 
that in fact most of Russia’s problems 
came from trying to be European when 
it wasn’t. Better to recognize and em-
brace one’s inner Mongol.

The most fertile Eurasianist of all 
was Lev Gumilev, whose story Clover 
relates in a series of utterly absorb-
ing chapters. The offspring of two of 
modern Russia’s greatest poets, Anna 
Akhmatova and Nikolai Gumilev, Lev 
Gumilev seems to have passed through 

Lev Gumilev with his parents, Nikolai Gumilev and Anna Akhmatova, 1916
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“Echo XXX” oil on four 
panels, 96”x72”

LosJoCos Gallery, 725 Kohler 
St., Los Angeles, CA 90021; 
(213) 814-7164. "Hearsay—Artists 
Reveal Urban Legends." May 
13–June 12, Thursday–Friday, 
4–7pm and Saturday–Sunday, 
2–7pm; artists’ reception May 13, 
7–10pm. Including works by Llynn 
Foulkes, Robert Williams, Jeff 
Gillette, Jim Shaw, Marnie Weber, 
etc. Presented by the Arts District 
Center for the Arts, opening later 
in the year at One Santa Fe, the 
ADCA will serve the Arts District 
and downtown Los Angeles 

with a gallery, screening room, and theater workshop space, creating 
opportunities for LA artists to connect with audiences and offering 
original programming that challenges the traditional boundaries. The 
ADCA—keeping it weird in LA! More at ladadspace.org.

Norman Lewis, Block Island, oil on 
canvas, 1975. Estimate $120,000 

to $180,000. 

Swann Auction Galleries, 104 East 
25th Street, New York, NY 10010; (212) 
254-4710; www.swanngalleries.com. 
Upcoming Auction: “African American 
Fine Art,” October 6; Preview: October 1 
through October 6. The groundbreaking 
African American Fine Art department 
at Swann Galleries presents previously 
unrecorded paintings by Abstract 
Expressionist master Norman Lewis, 
as well as important works spanning 

the last 150 years. Featured artists include Frank Bowling, Sam Gilliam, 
James VanDerZee and others whose contributions to American art 
movements have only recently begun to be recognized.

Lyman Allyn Art Museum 625 
Williams Street, New London, 
CT 06320; (860) 443-2545; 
www.lymanallyn.org. The Lyman 
Allyn will open its newly installed 
collection of American Art on 
October 9th. Featuring new and 
familiar treasures from the per-
manent collection, the renovated 
American Perspectives galler-
ies celebrate American art and 
history, often through the lens of 
Southeastern Connecticut, with 

paintings, sculpture, furniture, and decorative arts from the 18th through 
20th century. Collection strengths include 18th century furniture, New 
London’s maritime and whaling history, Hudson River School paintings, 
and Connecticut Impressionism. The American galleries, which previ-
ously stopped at 1945, now encompass art from the second half of the 
20th century.

Beatrice Cuming (American 1903-1975), 
Chubb, oil on canvas, ca. 1943. Lyman Al-
lyn Art Museum, Gift of General Dynamics 

Electric Boat Division, 1994.2

John Davis Gallery 362 ½ War-
ren Street, Hudson, NY 12534; 
(518)828-5907; art@johndavisgal-
lery.com; www.johndavisgallery.com 
Hours: Thurs-Mondays, 1–5 p.m. 
April 30- May 22. Fran Shalom New 
Work- September 17 - October 9. "I 
am a modernist abstract painter with 
a pop sensibility. My works balance 
the formal with the playful, paring 
down shapes and ideas into their 
most basic forms. It is a search for 
clarity and humor, as is evidenced 

by the shapes and colors in my paint-
ings: cartoony, bright, blobby as well 
as a strong dynamic presence.” - Fran 
Shalom

Fortissimo, 2016, oil/wood, 36x30 
inches.

Shepherd / W & K Galleries 58 East 
79th Street, New York, NY 10075; 
(212)861-4050; Fax:(212) 772-1314; shep-
herdny@aol.com www.shepherdgal-
lery.com GEORGE NAMA WORKS 
1958-1978 Through September 30th, 
2016. The current exhibition begins with 
a series of never before exhibited col-
lages from 1958-1959 and large-scale 
landscape drawings of 1960-1961, exe-
cuted in Great Falls, Virginia. Ten years 
later, he created ten-foot long, colorful 
prints of tubular forms in the 1970s. The 
exhibition concludes with playful water-
colors of geometric organic structures 
as well as human figures in motion. 

There is a constant shifting between what is abstracted from nature 
and what is realistically observed. This is not arbitrary. It is Nama’s 
world. A fully illustrated catalog is available at $15.00 (incl. tax) post-
paid. The catalog and additional works in the exhibition are also acces-
sible on our website.

Collage, mixed media on paper. 
1958-1959. 5 1/4" x 8” (13.3 x 20.3 

cm), cat. no. 7.

Michel Tombelaine "Family Con-
nection", O/C, 60X50inches

Prince Street Gallery, 530 West 25th 
Street 4th Floor, New York, NY 10001; 
(646)230-0246;www.micheltombe-
laine.com. "Michel Tombelaine Speaks 
Portraits & Landscapes"; Recent por-
traits, Exploration of Family and Select 
Landscapes; October 4-29, 11a-6p; 
Artist reception- Thursday October 6, 
5-8PM. 
Tombelaine’s early training was at 
Ecole du Louvre. He earned 
his MFA at the New School; also study-
ing at the Studio School and National 
Academy School of Fine Arts. He was 
awarded the Baldwin Prize from the 

National Academy. Tombelaine is in several collections both in France 
and the US. His solo show catalogue from Amos Eno Gallery is in the 
MOMA library. His work has been shown at Prince Street Gallery and 
other galleries in NY, CT and Washington DC.

Boris Lurie. Oswald. 1963. (Cour-
tesy Boris Lurie Art Foundation).

Boris Lurie Art Gallery 444 W. 55th 
Street, New York, NY 10019; (212) 969-
9782; www.borislurieart.org. As part of 
the 100 year anniversary celebration 
of Dada, Boris Lurie NO! is on display 
at the Marcel Janco-Dada Museum 
(Ein Hod, Israel, jancodada.co.il) until 
15 November. From 27 October until 8 
January, Boris Lurie: Adieu Amerique 
will be at CAMERA, the Italian Center 
for Photography (Turin, Italy, camera.
to). In January the art of Lurie and fel-
low NO!art founders, Sam Goodman 
and Stanley Fisher, will be exhibited 
in two shows in New York: Inventing 

Downtown, a show about the artist-run, 10th Street galleries of the 1950s 
-60s at NYU’s Grey Gallery (100 Washington Sq. East, greyartgallery.
nyu.edu) as well as in a show of NO!art at Westwood Gallery (262 Bow-
ery, westwoodgallery.com).

Alexandre Gallery (212)755-2828; 
inquiries@alexandregallery.com; 
www.alexandregallery.com. Greg-
ory Amenoff: New Paintings Sep-
tember 15-October 29. Catalogue 
available with essay by Stephen 
Westfall. Marking the gallery’s fifth 
solo show of the artist’s work since 
2007, these new paintings continue 
Amenoff’s exploration of the terri-
tories of one’s imagination and the 
landscape of the physical and spiri-

tual world that one inhabits. Celestial 
light and windows into other spaces 

combine with the gritty physicality of the earth and natural forms. Using 
a semi-abstract language informed by the early American modernists 
that is now uniquely his own, Amenoff captures the sublime feeling of 
awe before nature. Amenoff has said of these newest paintings that he 
hopes they are “charged with a new and more personal sense of mortal-
ity, longing and hope.”

Gregory Amenoff, Clearing (for JB), 
2016, oil on canvas, 72 x 62 inches

Andrei Kushnir Studio / American 
Painting Fine Art 5125 MacArthur 
Blvd., NW, Washington, DC 20016; 
(202) 244-3244 www.andreikushnir.
com www.classicamericanpainting.
com By appointment or chance. Our 
gallery is dedicated to the finest work 
in landscape, still life, genre, urban 
and marine art by current traditional 
American painters, many with national 
reputations, including recent works by 
Andrei Kushnir (Landscape and Ma-

rine), Michele Martin Taylor (Post-Impressionist), David Baise (NYC 
Watercolors), Carol Spils (Archetypal), Michael Francis (Urban Land-
scape), and Ross Merrill (Eastern Shore, Western Landscape). Cur-
rently exhibiting recent works by gallery artists.

Andrei Kushnir, Seneca Creek, 
16” x 20” Oil
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The Drawing Room 66 Newtown 
Lane East Hampton, NY 11937; (631) 
324-5016; www.drawingroom-gallery.
com. Hours: Monday, Thursday, Fri-
day & Saturday 10 to 5; Sunday, 11-
5. The Drawing Room is pleased to 
present CHRISTOPHER FRENCH, 
An Alphabet of Sites, a solo exhibition 
opening to the public on September 
2nd and on view through October 3rd, 
2016. For over three decades, Chris-
topher French has created minimalist 
abstractions infused with memory, 

light and a degree of perception that goes 
beyond sight. In new paintings, radiant 
geometries surge across the image field 
as they bisect shafts of color. Precise yet 
intuitive, French's infrastructure is crys-

talline, yielding to prisms of refracted light that evoke the dense natural 
color of the East End.

Christopher French I Dreamt 
of Locks and Keys, May 24, 

2016
acrylic and oil on linen

24 x 18 inches
photo courtesy of the artist

Judy Ferrara Gallery 16 S. Elm St., 
Three Oaks, MI, 49128; (574)-276-6001 
www.judyferrara.gallery Jill Hackney, a 
native of New Orleans, attended the New 
Orleans Center for Creative Arts, earned 
a BFA at Louisiana State University and 
studied painting at The Cleveland Insti-
tute of Arts. She currently works in the 
media of oil paint, focusing on still life 
and landscape. She has been featured in 
numerous exhibitions and is considered 
one of most sought-after and highly tech-
nical painters in south Louisiana. Best 

known for her still-lifes, her focus is to show 
light’s impact on her subjects through layers 
of vertical and linear strokes. Using the natu-

ral texture of the wood she paints on, each painting is approached with 
a sense of nostalgia. The end effect is a union of the senses, which 
awakens feelings of joy, serenity, and peace. Jill’s work can be seen in 
corporate and personal collections across the country. 

Robert Williams, While Traveling Near or  
Traveling Far, Keep Your Hands Inside 

the Car! 1990, print, 18 x 20 inches
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all of his country’s twentieth-century 
agonies to emerge a profound and pro-
foundly damaged thinker. During his 
decade as a zek (prisoner) in the Gulag, 
he became a keen observer of human 
relations in the primordial setting of the 
camps, developing categories of analy-
sis that we would now recognize as be-
longing to evolutionary psychology and 
sociobiology. Rather than a Hobbesian 
war of all against all, Gumilev found 
that prisoners naturally organized 
themselves into microcommunities:

Groups of from two to four per-
sons emerged on this principle; 
they “eat together,” that is, share 
their meal. These are real consor-
tiums, the members of which are 
obliged to help each other. The 
composition of such a group de-
pends on the internal sympathy of 
its members for each other.

Internal sympathies, or what Gumilev 
called “complementarity,” led mem-
bers of such communities to defend and 
make sacrifices for each other in ways 
that cannot be explained solely via ra-
tional self-interest (let alone rational 
power maximization). He called these 
pre rational or supra rational impulses 
“passionarity,” a New Testament– tinged 
neologism signifying the instinct for 
self-sacrifice on behalf of a greater col-
lective good. 

Gumilev’s time in the camps was in-
terrupted by service in the Red Army 
toward the end of its epic battle against 
Nazi Germany. Compared to the 
Gulag, he wrote, “the front line felt like 
a resort.” As he approached Berlin in 
the spring of 1945, Gumilev struggled 

to make sense of how a backward, mot-
ley country like the USSR could have 
overcome superior German organiza-
tion and technology. Amid the “ornate 
books,” “asphalted roads,” and “luxu-
rious apartments and automobiles,” 
Gumilev and his fellow Soviet soldiers, 
“dirty and unshaven, stood and won-
dered, why are we stronger? How are we 
better than this immaculately groomed 
and shiny country?” His eventual an-
swer: Eurasians’ higher coefficient of 
complementarity and passionarity.

Gumilev went on to write a slew 
of works, intricate, inspired, and ill-
equipped to withstand scholarly scru-
tiny, culminating in the long-delayed 
publication of his Ethnogenesis and the 
Biosphere (1989), which was all the rage 
when I was a graduate student in Len-
ingrad. With the Soviet Eurasian state 
disintegrating around him, Gumilev’s 
Stockholm syndrome, as Clover calls it, 
came into full bloom: he rose to pub-
lic prominence as an ardent defender 
of the very state that had executed 
his father, silenced his mother, nearly 
starved and worked him to death for 
twelve years, and murdered millions of 
his fellow Eurasians. Was this Gumi-
lev’s version of passionarity? 

After his death in 1992, his fame 
only increased. Eurasianism offered a 
renovated moral purpose for the multi-
national USSR (and for a possible suc-
cessor state) that was neither Marxist 
nor nationalist, a “third way,” as Clo-
ver puts it, emphasizing “the uncon-
scious sympathy of the people of the 
Soviet Union, the millennia-old unity 
of inner Eurasia, and a lurking distrust 
of the West.” It is easy, and not entirely 
wrong, to dismiss such sentiment as a 

fig leaf for Russian imperial ambitions. 
But it is worth recalling that Russians 
have never inhabited the nation-state 
form; for centuries they have been ac-
customed to living in multinational 
polities, always as the dominant ethnic 
group but rarely with the ambition to 
become the only ethnic group. 

In the post-Soviet chapters of Black 
Wind, White Snow, Eurasianism’s lin-
eage starts to unravel. Clover looks to 
Alexander Dugin, a prodigious right-
wing intellectual impresario, to carry 
the banner raised by Trubetskoy and 
Gumilev, but the diversity of sources 
on which Dugin draws—nationalist, 
fascist, postmodern—makes him an 
uncomfortable fit. Clover’s method for 
establishing Dugin’s and Eurasianism’s 
influence on the Kremlin is similarly 
unconvincing, focusing entirely on 
the occasional appearance in Putin’s 
speeches of keywords such as “pas-
sionarity” or “Eurasia.” One could just 
as easily cite other keywords uttered 
by Putin in order to draw the atten-
tion of other constituencies, a tech-
nique Clover correctly identifies as the 
“dog whistle.” While Eurasianism has 
clearly found its way into the rhetorical 
stew from which Russian political elites 
feed, and periodically provides ideo-
logical gloss for this or that initiative, 
there is little evidence that it has actu-
ally shaped Kremlin policies, whether 
at home or abroad. 

If there is one arena in which Rus-
sia’s “power maximizers”—rational 
or otherwise—bump into unavoidable 
constraints, it is in the conduct of for-
eign policy. Simply by virtue of its size 
and the number of its neighbors (both 
greater than any other country), Rus-
sia remains a global player. But as the 
Australian scholar-diplomat Bobo Lo 
persuasively argues in Russia and the 
New World Disorder, Moscow has yet 
to adapt to the disorder of the post–
cold war world or to the limited effi-
cacy of “hard power” and adversarial 
paradigms. 

To be sure, Putin has demonstrated 
considerable skill in the arts of soft 
power. Much has been made of his 
election-year comments concerning 
Donald Trump, especially by Trump 
himself, who brags about Putin calling 
him “brilliant” and “a genius.” Actually, 
the word Putin used was yarkii, “color-
ful” or “flamboyant,” a description with 
which it would be hard to disagree. 

More significant—and more alarm-
ing—than any mutual flattery between 
the two autocratic figures, however, 
have been the financial ties between 
the Trump camp and a range of Putin’s 
allies. Paul Manafort, who resigned as 
Trump’s campaign manager on August 
19, previously sold his services to Vik-
tor Yanukovych, the Ukrainian leader 
whose ousting in February 2014 led 
to Putin’s annexation of Crimea and 
invasion of eastern Ukraine, as well 
as to Oleg Deripaska, a billionaire 
aluminum magnate and Putin confi-
dante who was banned from entering 
the United States. Carter Page, one of 
Trump’s foreign policy advisors, for-
merly worked for Russia’s state-owned 
energy company Gazprom. Trump 
himself, after his hotel and casino busi-
ness went bankrupt in 2004, benefited 
significantly from infusions of capital 
that originated with Russian oligarchs. 

For Putin, Trump represents not 
just a man with whom the Kremlin 

can do business, but potentially the 
most useful among the cohort of ultra- 
nationalists, including Nigel Farage in 
Britain, Marine Le Pen in France, and 
Geert Wilders in the Netherlands, who 
are leading the latest assault on global-
ization, neoliberalism, and the West-
ern alliance system—this time from 
within. But whatever drove the Krem-
lin to hack the DNC’s e- mail, and what-
ever inspired Putin to express oblique 
praise for Trump, neither action seems 
to be helping Trump’s campaign—on 
the contrary. This may well be another 
example, as in Dresden in 1989, of Putin 
winning the battle but losing the war. It 
may also be a sign that, in Russia as in 
the US, all politics is local, and that Pu-
tin’s actions in the US election are de-
signed primarily to bolster his domestic 
image as a master of political intrigue. 
Here, he appears to be succeeding.

Putin has also waged a soft-power 
irredentist campaign to mobilize mil-
lions of ethnic Russians and Russian 
speakers in the “near abroad,” the 
former Soviet republics that now ring 
Russia’s western and southern flanks. 
And where a Russian political diaspora 
cannot be found, the political analyst 
Agnia Grigas shows in Beyond Crimea, 
Moscow creates one: via humanitarian 
assistance, media saturation, and wide-
spread granting of Russian passports. 
But these efforts to recoup at least 
some of what was lost in 1991 have 
been both selective and opportunistic. 

Even in the most dramatic examples, 
in Georgia and Ukraine, Putin appears 
once again to be winning battles but 
losing wars. Having skillfully annexed 
the Crimean peninsula and locked 
eastern Ukraine, Abkhazia, and South 
Ossetia into protracted conflict, Mos-
cow has effectively pushed the rest of 
Ukraine and Georgia more firmly than 
ever toward the European Union, while 
setting off a punishing regime of sanc-
tions against Russia by the West. Other 
former Soviet republics now look with 
greater wariness at Putin’s proposed 
“Eurasian Union,” and NATO is beef-
ing up its mission in Estonia, Latvia, 
and Lithuania. 

Is Putin’s newly assertive stance a 
symptom of “reimperialization,” as 
Grigas insists, or rather of what Lo 
calls the “prolonged agony of post- 
imperial adjustment,” not unlike the 
Anglo-French attempt to occupy 
the Suez Canal in 1956, or the brutal 
French war in Algeria in the 1950s? “It 
is unrealistic,” Lo reminds us, 

to expect Russia to be the excep-
tion to the rule that empires, mod-
ern and ancient, do not go quietly. 
They either collapse as a result of 
crushing defeat (Germany, Japan) 
or domestic implosion (China), or 
they strive for decades to cling on 
to the scraps of their imperial past 
(Great Britain, France). Less than 
twenty-five years ago, Russia was 
the largest land empire in history. 
The current political generation 
was born and raised in imperial 
times. 

One needn’t subscribe to the theory of 
Eurasian “complementarity” to grasp 
that, with decades or even centuries 
of cohabitation by Russia and its for-
mer imperial holdings, and without 
oceans or other natural borders to sep-
arate them (apart from the Caucasus), 
 Russia is unlikely to go quietly anytime 
soon. 
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The following letters were written in re-
sponse to Janet Malcolm’s essay on transla-
tions of Anna Karenina in the June 23 issue.

To the Editors:

In Janet Malcolm’s appreciation of our 
translations, entitled “Socks,” there is a 
small mistake in one quotation from our 
Anna Karenina. It reads: “. . . despite the 
sharp contrast, from a man’s point of view, 
between Levin and Vronsky, as a woman 
she saw what they had in common, for 
which, too, Kitty had loved them both.” I 
mention it only because the passage caused 
a flurry of agreement about the poor qual-
ity of our work on the Slavic blog site 
 SEELANGS: “What is this ‘too’ doing? Does 
it relate to ‘which,’ or to ‘Kitty’? If the lat-
ter, then it is in the wrong place—and for no 
good reason. In English we say, ‘Kitty, too, 
loved him’; we do not say ‘Too, Kitty loved 
him.’” In fact, our translation of the passage 
reads: “for which Kitty, too, had loved them 
both.” But nobody checked.

Richard Pevear
Distinguished Professor Emeritus 

American University of Paris 
Paris, France

To the Editors:

Not even an acute critic like Janet Malcolm 
is qualified to pass judgment on a translator’s 
work if she has no knowledge of the text in its 
original language. It is one thing to express 
a preference for the spontaneous and grace-
ful style of Constance Garnett, with those 
fine short sentences that Hemingway so ad-
mired, over the more ponderous renderings 
of Richard Pevear and Larissa Volokhon-
sky. However, it is quite another to put up 
your dukes as Malcolm does and demand:

What side are you on? Whose interests 
should the translator serve? Those of the 
reader of simple wants, who only asks of 
a translation that it advance rather than 
impede his pleasure and understand-
ing? Or those of the more advanced (or 
masochistic) school who want to know 
what the original was “like”? 

As a translator (of early Italian and Por-
tuguese texts) and lifelong reader of Rus-
sian literature in translation, I would argue 
that the translator serves the author and the 
original text. Period. How he goes about 
doing so depends upon his approach and 
style; but assuming that he is competent 
and scrupulous, the result will be a reliable 
translation. The reader may or may not 
enjoy it, but that is purely a matter of taste. 
On the other hand, it is not a matter of taste 
whether the author is well or poorly served, 
as Milan Kundera’s account of the various 
translations of The Joke makes very clear.

It goes without saying that translation 
is an impossible task, fraught with pitfalls, 
and that the result can never be more than 
an approximation. Personally, as a transla-
tor I try to create a window onto the text, as 
fine and transparent as I can make it. And 
personally, as a reader I love the transla-
tions of Pevear and Volokhonsky because 
I always sense the presence of the original 
behind the window. I also love Garnett’s 
translations, for all the reasons that Janet 
Malcolm adduces, although I always feel I 
am reading an English novel set in Russia. 
Her Anna Karenina creates the illusion that 
it is something in its own right, like Chap-
man’s astonishing Iliad or the delightful 
Don Quixote of Tobias Smollett. 

Fair enough, but the difference between 
a translation that reads like a novel written 
in the language of translation and one that 
makes room for the original in the reader’s 
mind seems to me to be worthy of note, and 
both approaches seem worthy of respect.

Alice Sedgwick Wohl
Colares, Portugal

To the Editors:

As a translator of Russian writers, including 
Tolstoy, I would like to respond to Janet 
Malcolm’s discussion of what, in her cri de 
coeur on versions of Anna Karenina, she 
took to be a Tolstoyan “neologism.”

Commenting on Marian Schwartz’s trans-
lation of the novel, Malcolm wrote:

The following instance of Schwartz’s 
obtrusive literalism was clearly deliber-
ate. It occurs in an exchange between 
Stiva and his servant Matvey about 
the upset in the Oblonsky household 
following Dolly’s discovery of his af-
fair with the governess. Stiva wants 
 Matvey’s opinion of whether Dolly will 
take him back. Garnett writes:

“Eh, Matvey?” he said, shaking his 
head.

“It’s all right sir; it will work 
out,” said Matvey.

“Work out?”
“Yes, sir.”

Schwartz writes:

“Eh, Matvei?” he said, shaking his 
head.

“It’s all right, sir, things will 
shapify,” said Matvei.

“Shapify?”
“I’m certain of it, sir.”

The neologism “shapify” is Schwartz’s 
attempt to render Tolstoy’s neologism 
obrazuetsia (derived from the word 
obraz, meaning image or form). Tol-
stoy reintroduces his invention a few 
pages later. “Stepan Arkadyevich liked 
a good joke. ‘And perhaps things will 
shapify! A fine turn of phrase: shapify,’ 
he thought. ‘I must repeat that one.’” 
But where the Russian neologism is 
funny, the English one is merely weird. 
It stops the reader in his tracks.

The word in question, obrazovat’sia, given 
to Matvey in a conjugated form (“Nichego, 
sudar’, obrazuetsia”), is not in fact a ne-
ologism at all, nor is it meant to be funny 

(the “good joke” refers to Stiva’s ponderous 
witticism about the German clock master 
who visits the Oblonsky home every Fri-
day). There is, however, more at stake here 
than the accurate identification of a lexical 
 category, or the intention of a phrase, and 
the issues deserve an extended analysis. In 
regard to the Russian word itself, there are 
two main aspects: the morphological and the 
semantic.

The morphological aspect is straightfor-
ward. The root obraz is very old, going back 
at least a millennium, and is found not only 
in Old Russian and Old Church Slavonic 
but also in other Slavic languages. The deri-
vational suffix -ovat’, used to turn the root 
noun into a verb, is very well established, 
too, and so is the additional reflexive suf-
fix -sia that makes the transitive verb an 
intransitive, passive one, as in the usage in 
question: obraz-ovat’-sia. Thus the struc-
ture of the word was not new, nor were any 
of its elements; it was and is a very standard 
Russian verb with a deep history and not a 
neologism either for Tolstoy in Anna Kar-
enina, or for Goncharov in Oblomov in the 
1850s, or for the critic Belinsky in the 1840s, 
or for Pushkin in the 1820s and 1830s in the 
several places that he used it. 

This means that any translator wishing 
to render obrazovat’sia in English must re-
spect the brute historical fact that, unlike the 
bizarre word “shapify” cited by Malcolm, it 
is not an unusual form at all but rather a 
very ordinary one that does not call atten-
tion to itself as such (something that would 
in any case have been quite uncharacteristic 
of Tolstoy, whose innovations were syntac-
tic and in the sheer cognitive wealth, range, 
and precision of his  vocabulary). 

The semantic aspect is more complex. Be-
cause of its long history, the word has mul-
tiple meanings, some archaic or obsolete, 
some still active, some more colloquial, 
some less so, but all overlapping in their 
basic sense, and all—as with any usage—
affected by the various ways in which the 
word has been employed. Briefly, the root 
obraz denotes an image, a representation, a 
picture, or an icon (it is commonly used that 
way in current Russian), and, by extension, 

a form, with the verb meaning, in modern 
Russian, to represent or depict (to produce 
an image of), to constitute, to give form or a 
form to, to result in, or even to educate (as 
in the formation of a mind). 

Some of those meanings and others were 
latent, at least to some degree, in Matvey’s 
colloquial use of the word, but the one that 
is operative is the one that Stiva made so by 
selecting it, by eagerly seizing upon it and 
repeating it, thereby providing (as Tolstoy 
contrived it, for the issue here is the intri-
cacy of his art) what will for the attentive 
reader have been a moment of rich the-
matic implication.

For if obrazovat’sia is not a neologism, 
then one must ask what it is that gives Stiva 
such pleasure. Not that the word is some-
how a new one but rather that it is, for him, 
an agreeably apt use of an old one, a word 
that proposes a sort of indifferent, in-the-
natural-course-of-things resolution for his 
distress—an easy, perhaps even slightly 
cynical abstracting by his friend and servant 
of the fraught human circumstance in which 
Stiva’s casual moral ineptitude has placed 
himself and everyone else, and the implica-
tions of which he has not fully grasped, as 
Tolstoy shows us again and again. 

Matvey has offered him a comfortable 
lexical evasion, so to speak, a “nice little 
word” (“slovechko,” as Stiva says in very 
colloquial Russian) that he can, moreover, 
eventually include in a story for effect 
(more evidence of his skewed moral ori-
entation, of his aesthetic view of life), and 
that almost punningly represents for him 
that the situation with which he is faced is 
merely a formal one, an idea that the rest of 
the novel will of course in various ways re-
fute. The word, which was thus for Tolstoy 
a kind of thematic pivot or node, essentially 
means, as Garnett correctly indicated, that 
things will work out, will come out all right 
in the end; that chaos will sort itself out 
and the previous form and arrangement of 
things and relations will return, almost by 
themselves and unscathed, in the “inevi-
table rhythm” of life, as the charming but 
shallow Stiva self-indulgently conceives it. 

In short, there is much more involved in 
obrazovat’sia than the meretricious “shap-
ify” would seem to recognize. In an appar-
ent attempt to mimic Russian morphol-
ogy—to sub stitute a contingent form for 
a necessary meaning—the translator has 
obscured the subtlety and precision of Tol-
stoy and deprived the reader of a possible 
ramifying insight.

This raises another, more general question 
about the translation of classic literature. It 
is not, of course, enough to “know” Russian 
when translating Tolstoy. One must also try 
to understand his Russian and the relation-
ship of that Russian to the larger history 
of the language and, no less obviously and 
importantly, to the particular artistic pur-
poses, not always conspicuous, that may be 
at play, even on the supposedly minute or 
trivial lexical level. And then (and this was 
Malcolm’s essential point in regard to Gar-
nett) one must, besides philological knowl-
edge and critical ability, also have the verbal 
skill and tact to convey vividly or movingly 
or amusingly what one has seen and felt and 
learned as a sort of privileged foreign agent 
of one’s own speech community—as a di-
rect and responsible observer of another 
place and time and language, another vital 
matrix of custom and meaning and beauty. 

And one must try to do that both as a 
scholar and as a supposed verbal artist. For 
fine translation, despite the trite division 
of the two realms, will be both scholarship 
and art, each reinforcing the other, as the 
translator strives to convey with disciplined 
judgment and imagination the extraordi-
nary complexity and subtlety of the bril-
liant work he has been given the enormous 
responsibility of representing to  others.

Judson Rosengrant
Portland, Oregon

On Translation

Leo Tolstoy at Yasnaya Polyana, the family estate where he wrote Anna Karenina,  
about 125 miles south of Moscow, May 1908
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Those who KNOW IT: BOOM, 
PROFIT LIVE. Those who DON’T: 
BUST, FIGHT, & SUFFER! Kirkus Re-
view “a captivating book that can help 
anyone understand group behavior.”
9780964277373 • Paper, $14.95
208 pages • Group Dynamics/Sociology
Available at 1-844-MEMELAW, www.
memelaw.com, www.amazon.com, Kindle, 
and Baker & Taylor

DRAWBRIDGE PRESS
www.drawbridgepress.com; info@drawbridgepress.com

DEMOCRATIC OAK TREE 
Messages for My Party 
by Jonathan Bayliss
Essays and correspondence about Ameri-
can politics, 1952–2008: why parties 
matter, what the Republican Party really 
wants, and what (in a nutshell) Demo-
crats stand for. 
9780983150480 • Paper, $12.00 
144 pages • Politics 
Available in paper and electronic formats.

REMEMBRANCE 
OF BLUE ROSES
by Yorker Keith
Elegant and exciting literary fiction of 
friendship, love, love triangle, obsession, 
and international intrigue. “A skillful 
tale that explores relationship nuances 
and redemption.” —Kirkus Reviews
9781483562193 • Paper, $13.40
9781483559643 • E-book, $3.99
294 pages • Literary Fiction
Available at major online book retailers, 
such as Amazon and Barnes & Noble.
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PALACES OF MEMORY
American Composer Diane Thome on 
her Life and Music
by Diane Thome
Palaces of Memory is composer Diane 
Thome’s exciting, intimate story of her 
journey in the world of music at a time 
of tremendous change, especially for 
women.
9781460284292 • Hardcover, $22.99
9781460284388 • Paperback, $11.99
9781460284315 • eBook, $5.99
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LETTERS

THE BIRTH OF LANGUAGE

To the Editors:

In his review of Robert Berwick and Noam 
Chomsky, Why Only Us: Language and 
Evolution [NYR, August 18], Ian Tattersall 
concludes that “no other scenario currently 
available from linguistics fits the archaeo-
logical facts better than the essentials of 
Berwick and Chomsky’s vision.” This is a 
remarkable claim for a “vision” blind to the 
social context, whatever it was, in which lan-
guage must have evolved and offering no ac-
count whatever of the origin of words. Words 
are the first step into language. It’s through 
words learned in conversation that children 
enter language. Without words, no syntax, 
without syntax, no language, as Berwick and 
Chomsky themselves fully  acknowledge.

Since, for Berwick and Chomsky, lan-
guage is primarily an instrument of thought, 
only secondarily of communication, they 
postulate “computational atoms, word-like 
but not words” as concepts, the units of 
thought or meaning that Merge combines 
but that no one ever speaks. A recurrent 
refrain of the book is the origin and nature 
of these uniquely human concepts and the 
words that symbolize them, representing 
our whole mental world, past, present, and 
future, real and imagined, concrete and ab-
stract. In the face of this puzzle, Berwick 
and Chomsky throw up their hands and 
declare it a mystery, a view that Tattersall 
evidently shares.

Oddly, Berwick and Chomsky mention 
Derek Bickerton as one of the few authors 
to have recognized the “mystery,” but do 
not address his ingenious answer. Bick-
erton in More Than Nature Needs (2014), 
perhaps the most original, erudite, and 
deeply thought book yet published on the 
evolution of language, argues that the first 
step toward human concepts was taken by 
Homo erectus’s use of gestures or vocal 
sounds for displacement, that is from refer-
ence to objects and events not immediately 
present to the senses.

From clear evidence of “confrontational 
scavenging” by Homo erectus, Bickerton 
conjures the scene of scouts recruiting ab-
sent members of their group to ward off 
dangerous rival scavengers and to help in 
butchering a newly found dead megafauna. 
Over many hundreds of thousands of years 
of sustained confrontational scavenging, 
words emerged from the slowly differentiat-
ing vocal apparatus, each step changing the 
conditions of selection on the path toward 
the “language niche.” Words, initially used 
for immediate reference, or only in displace-
ment while scavenging, freed themselves 
little by little from their original contexts to 
form a general- purpose lexicon. Thus grew 
the syntax-free, pragmatically ordered pro-
tolanguage (peremptorily dismissed by Ber-
wick and Chomsky) that Merge (or some 
parallel alternative) would transform into 
the hierarchically structured form of a nat-
ural language. On this view, in full accord 
with modern studies of neuroplasticity, be-
havior built language in the brain; the brain 
did not build language in behavior.

Speculative though Bickerton’s scenario 
is, it is no more speculative than Berwick 
and Chomsky’s and has the critical added 
virtues not only of explaining the origin of 
human concepts and the words that symbol-
ize them, but also of setting the birth of lan-
guage in an evolutionarily plausible social 
context. In our view, no other scenario bet-
ter fits the facts than Bickerton’s.

Michael Studdert-Kennedy
President and Director of  

Research Emeritus
Haskins Laboratories

New Haven, Connecticut

Herbert Terrace
Professor of Psychology and Psychiatry

Columbia University
New York City

Ian Tattersall  replies:

Studdert-Kennedy and Terrace’s response 
to my review epitomizes the way in which 
discussion of language origins (and con-
sequently of attitudes toward Chomsky) 
has become polarized. The problem was, 
and continues to be, twofold. Language is 
the unique property of the sole surviving 
hominid species Homo sapiens, so there is 
no comparative basis on which to approach 
it; and languages themselves change so fast 
that the original properties of the under-
lying system are lost in the mists of time, 
depriving researchers of a historical re-
cord. Everything we want to know about 
when and how language originated is thus 
a matter of indirect inference from proxy 
 information.

Under such circumstances, a minimalist 
(if you’ll excuse the expression) approach 
to any aspect of language origins is much to 
be preferred; and it is odd to find Studdert-
Kennedy and Terrace objecting to Berwick 

and Chomsky’s focus on the cognitive al-
gorithm underlying language to the exclu-
sion of “social context” and “the origin of 
words.” For consideration of such things 
would only have served to muddy already 
murky waters. 

Derek Bickerton’s extravagant but evi-
dently much-admired 2014 scenario is a 
case in point, piling one unsubstantiable 
assertion upon another until all we are left 
with is a well-crafted but entirely untestable 
story. If Studdert-Kennedy and Terrace’s 
appeal to authority really had to involve 
citing Bickerton, they might have done 
better to quote his 1995 remark that “true 
language, via the emergence of syntax, was 
a catastrophic event, occurring within the 
first few generations of Homo sapiens.”

For in that case, Bickerton’s linguistic 
speculation hewed much more closely to 
what we can infer from the actual mate-
rial record of early human behavior. As I 
hope to have reasonably clearly shown in 
my review, a hugely consequential quali-
tative behavioral inflection demonstrably 
occurred in our lineage, not only abruptly 
and recently, but within the tenure of our 
species Homo sapiens. This behavioral shift 
was most plausibly associated with the sud-
den and spontaneous invention of language 
by members of a species that already pos-
sessed the necessary neural wiring; and no 
scenario of the mental algorithm underly-
ing this event better fits the facts than Ber-
wick and Chomsky’s.

GO DIRECTLY TO FACEBOOK

To the Editors:

Zoë Heller’s latest review [“‘Hot’ Sex and 
Young Girls,” NYR, August 18] is typically 
incisive and sensible, but in her honorable 
effort to quell over- the- top assertions about 
the dangers of social media, she underesti-
mates its distinctive power in girls’ lives. 

To portray girls as without “a single cul-
tural resource or pursuit outside of [the so-

cial media hive’s] ambit” would, of course, 
be a misrepresentation. But it is similarly 
misleading to suggest, as Heller does, that 
social media’s appearance as a consuming 
force in girls’ lives may be the simple prod-
uct of Nancy Jo Sales’s line of question-
ing. Of course, directed questioning and a 
too- narrow focus can empower anyone to 
write a “shocking exposé” about the “out-
sized role” of anything (Heller’s amus-
ing example is pets). But social media is 
set apart from pets, PlayStations, and any 
other easily overstated aspect of teenage 
lives in that it is nearly always with us, no 
matter how hard we try to shake it, forced 
on us from friends, peers, and even institu-
tions. (When I was accepted to my univer-
sity, I was  immediately directed to my new 
class’s Facebook group. I could, of course, 
have chosen not to join—but there was a 
clear suggestion in being sent a link to the 
group.) 

I cannot think of a single friend who, de-
spite her seriousness and intelligence, has 
not grappled with the domineering pres-
ence and pressures of social media. There 
is no real neutrality or avoidance to be 
found for the members of my generation: 
even if we choose not to photograph, we 
are always being photographed. One either 
participates in the Instagram culture or is 
forced to take a stand in opposition to it: 
absence from social media is itself a sort of 
presence. Young women, even those who—
as Peggy Orenstein might put it—watch al-
ternative films, cannot escape the constant 
buzzing, beeping, and “tagging,” no matter 
how avid and sincere their cultural pursuits. 
Sales, Heller, and any other writer would 
be hard- pressed to overstate the extent to 
which young women are “trapped in the so-
cial media hive.” 

I am loath to strip girls of their agency, 
and equally loath to side with the oft- 
hysterical media narrative about girls, 
their telephones, and their sex lives. It is of 
course condemnable to “underestimate the 
heterogeneity of teenage culture”—and I 
hope that my status as a teenage girl writ-
ing to The New York Review can offer some 
assurance of the sincerity of this condemna-
tion. But I have yet to meet a single teen-
age girl whose sexual self- image, sexual life, 
and personal identity have not been chal-
lenged, shaped, or directed by the invasive 
power of social media and an accompany-
ing, equally harmful desire to “self-brand” 
as an alluring figure.

Margaret Shea
Brown University 

Arlington, Massachusetts

Zoë Heller  replies:

I thank Ms. Shea for her comments. The 
aim of my review was not to discount so-
cial media’s potent influence on young 
women’s sexual self- images, but to question 
whether that influence is felt equally by all 
young women, regardless of their class, 
age, or education. Much as I sympathize 
with Ms. Shea’s story of being pressurized 
into joining her university class’s Facebook 
group, I would still hazard that she is better 
defended against social media’s “invasive 
power” than, say, the seventeen- year- old 
quoted in Nancy Sales’s book, whose idea 
of Nirvana is to get three hundred likes on 
her Instagram posts and “to be the girl ev-
erybody wants to fuck.”

ATTORNEYS 
AND BRIGADIERS

To the Editors:

I am ridiculously late in reading the NYR 
of November 19, 2015. In Judge Rakoff’s 
review of Professor John C. Coffee Jr.’s 
Entrepreneurial Litigation there are several 
references to the plural of “attorney gen-
eral,” rendered there as “attorney gener-
als.” I always have understood the plural to 
be “attorneys general.” Is this yet another 
of many instances in which the NYR knows 

Jean-Antoine Watteau: Study of a Man 
Kissing a Woman (detail); circa 1712. For 
more on Watteau, see Jed Perl’s review of 

the Frick Collection’s exhibition ‘Watteau’s 
Soldiers’ on pages 18–20 of this issue.
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“Mr. Baxter betrays all the 
ominous symptoms of genius.” 

—Edward Gorey

ALMOST 
COMPLETELY BAXTER
NEW AND SELECTED BLURTINGS

by Glen Baxter
Hardcover and e-book • $22.95

Over four decades and a multitude of
books, “Colonel” Glen Baxter has built
a world and a language all his own—
slightly familiar, decidedly abnormal, 
irresistibly funny. Baxter’s drawings are
a delicious stew of pulp adventure 
novels, highbrow hjinks, and outright
absurdity: lonesome cowboys confront
the latest in modern art, brave men 
tremble before moussaka, schoolgirls
hoard hashish, and the world’s fruits 
are in constant peril. Wimples abound.

This new selection of Baxter’s work 
brings together highlights from the full
sweep of his long career, and is sure to 
enchant both confirmed Baxterians and 
those in dire need of an introduction.

“A kind of mad cross between 
Magritte, S.J. Perelman, and pulp 
fiction.” —The New York Times

EVENTS WITH GLEN BAXTER 

Friday, September 16th, 2pm 
Art Book Fair 
MOMA PS1 

22–25 Jackson Ave 
Long Island City, NY

Saturday, September 17th, 
2pm (signing), 4:30pm (panel) 

Small Press Expo 
Marriott North Bethesda 

Hotel & Conference Center 
5701 Marinelli Rd, 

North Bethesda, MD 
with Roger Langridge and Tom Gauld 

Sunday, September 18th, 2pm 
Brooklyn Book Fair

Brooklyn Historical Society Auditorium
128 Pierrepont Street, Brooklyn, NY 

with Ben Katchor, Emily Flake, 
and Connie Sun

Wednesday, September 21st, 7pm 
Desert Island Comics 

540 Metropolitan Ave, Brooklyn, NY 
with Emily Flake

Saturday, September 24th, 7pm 
Flowers Gallery 

529 W 20th St #3, New York, NY 

Available in bookstores, call (646) 215-2500,
or visit www.nyrb.com
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something I do not know? Or is this (gasp!) 
an error in the NYR?

Florence Wagman Roisman
Rober H. McKinney School of Law 

Indiana University 
Indianapolis, Indiana

Jed S. Rakoff  replies:

Sorry, Professor Roisman, there was no 
error. Your nice letter, however, gives me a 
chance to vent one of my pet peeves: against 
the use of the term “attorneys general” 
when the preferable plural is “attorney gen-
erals.” To be sure, Webster’s and most other 
dictionaries say either form is correct and 
do not express a preference. See, e.g., the 
Merriam-Webster Dictionary and American 
Heritage Dictionary, both available online. 
But although the term “attorney general,” 
in its first reported use in 1398, was a syn-
onym for an attorney with a general prac-
tice (which might justify “attorneys gen-
eral”—if you were living in the fourteenth 
century), the capitalized version has, in 
American parlance, always referred to the 
two-word title given to the government 
legal officer who has command of all the 
other government attorneys. No one would 
refer to two “brigadiers general,” so why 
say “attorneys general”? Or, in the words 
of James Tierney, former attorney general 
of Maine and now director of Harvard Law 
School’s Attorney General Clinic, “‘At-
torneys general’ is stupid, silly, and not the 
way we talk in [everyday places].” I agree, 
although, in fairness, Tierney was previ-
ously director of Columbia Law School’s 
“Attorneys General Program”!

PANOPTICS HERE & THERE

To the Editors:

In his insightful article “In the Depths of 
the Digital Age” [NYR, June 23], Edward 
Mendelson refers to Jeremy Bentham’s 
“never-built nineteenth- century panopti-
con.” This reference is misleading. Ben-
tham’s plan for a panopticon—first pub-
lished in 1786— remained unrealized until 
after his death, but several panopticons 
were built in the late nineteenth and early 
twentieth centuries, in Europe and in the 
Americas. They include three prisons in 
the Netherlands, in  Arnhem (completed in 
1886), Breda (1885), and Haarlem (1901), 
and, in the US, in Illinois, Stateville Correc-
tional Center, which was built in 1925. The 
most complete example of a panopticon is 
the Presidio Modelo (model prison), on the 
Isla de la Juventud in Cuba, which opened 
in 1928 and closed in 1967. The Presidio 
Modelo is now a ruin. In the Netherlands, 
the Koepelgevangenis (domed prison) in 
Haarlem, closed in 2016, has recently been 
used to house asylum seekers.

John Ryle
Bard College

Annandale-on-Hudson, New York

EINSTEIN’S OBSERVERS

To the Editors:

Priyamvada Natarajan’s essay [“After Ein-
stein: The Dark Mysteries, NYR, June 9] is 
largely devoted to general relativity and its 
implications. Unfortunately, Professor Na-
tarajan’s brief exposition of special relativ-
ity suffers from a serious defect. 

Natarajan states Einstein’s conclusion 
concerning the measurement of lengths and 
times as follows: “The same object will ap-
pear shorter to a fast- moving observer than 
it will to a slow- moving or stationary ob-
server. Likewise time will appear to move 
more slowly to a fast- moving observer than 
to a slower one.” This statement is highly 
misleading because it identifies observers 
as being stationary or in slow or rapid mo-
tion, a notion directly contrary to Einstein’s 
postulate. 

A central feature of special relativity is 
that we cannot speak of a stationary ob-
server or of a slow- or fast-moving one; if 
two observers are moving uniformly with 
respect to one another, only their relative 
velocity is a valid concept. The correct 
statement of Einstein’s conclusion is that 
if observers measure the length of an ob-
ject that according to them is moving, they 
find it to be less than the value found by 
observers who see the object as being at 
rest. When observers measure the rate of 
a moving clock, they find it to be running 
slow compared to an identical stationary 
clock. The speed of the observers never en-
ters into consideration.

Leo Sartori
Professor Emeritus of Physics, Astronomy 

University of Nebraska–Lincoln 
Lincoln, Nebraska

Priyamvada Natarajan  replies:

I thank Professor Sartori for his note and 
would like to clarify the use of the term 
“observer” in my review. As a physicist, 
Mr. Sartori knows that in special relativity 
the word “observer” is used in a sense that 
is somewhat different from standard Eng-
lish usage. I have used it as physicists do, 
and I believe it was clear in the following 
discussion that we were not talking of sen-
tient beings making measurements.

The term “observer” is used in physics 
and special relativity to denote a specific 
frame of reference in which events and 
properties of objects are measured. There-
fore, in special relativity, when we talk 
about an observer, we are not specifically 
hypothesizing the presence of an individual 
person who is experiencing events or mak-
ing measurements, but rather referring to 
a mathematical context or frame in which 
objects and events are to be evaluated. The 
effects of special relativity occur whether 
or not there is a sentient being within the 
inertial frame of reference to witness them. 
In fact, I find Mr. Sartori’s suggested re- 
statement misleading, since it somehow 
suggests that we can talk of observers in the 
plural but not in the singular.

THE ENIGMA OF THE ENIGMA

To the Editors:

I read in “The Spooky Side of World War 
II” [NYR, June 23] by Antony Beevor:

Shortly before the war, Polish experts 
had provided both the British and the 
French with copies of German Enigma 
enciphering machines, but the hard-
won achievements at Bletchley Park 
during the Battle of Atlantic could only 
have happened in the more informal 
atmosphere of a democracy.

You may know that the Polish govern-
ment provided France and the UK with 
“copies of German enciphering machines,” 
as well as with the fully documented German 
codes as cracked by three Polish mathemati-
cians: Marian Rejewski, Jerzy Rozycki, and 
Henryk Zygalski, who did it in a sufficiently 
“democratic atmosphere” of 1932 Poland.

Ryszard Stemplowski
Warsaw, Poland

Antony Beevor  replies:

I must apologize to Ryszard Stemplowski 
for my clumsy phrasing. After acknowledg-
ing the important contribution of the Pol-
ish government in providing copies of the 
German Enigma enciphering machines to 
the British and French, my remark that the 
“hard-won achievements at Bletchley Park 
during the Battle of the Atlantic could only 
have happened in the more informal atmo-
sphere of a democracy” was not aimed at 
the Polish state, which existed then only as 
a government-in-exile, but at the Germans, 
who, despite their enormous investment in 
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A ground-breaking biography about one 
of the world’s greatest biographers

Born on the brink of the modern world, John 
Aubrey was witness to the great intellectual and
political upheavals of the seventeenth century, 
including England’s Civil War, the brief rule of 
Oliver Cromwell, and the restoration of Charles 
II. He knew everyone and wrote about them all, 
leaving behind his masterpiece, Brief Lives, a 
compilation of his biographical sketches that 
itself reinvented the art of the biography.

John Aubrey, My Own Life is an extraordinary 
book about the first modern biographer, which, 
in the tradition of its subject, reimagines what 
biography can be. Here, Ruth Scurr has written 
John Aubrey’s life in the form of an intimate 
diary of Aubrey’s days, composed of his own 
words, collected, collated, and enlarged upon 
by Scurr in an act of meticulous scholarship and 
daring imagination. 

EVENTS WITH RUTH SCURR

Sunday, September 18th, 10am 
The Omni King Edward Hotel 
37 King St. East, Toronto, ON 

A Globe & Mail / Ben McNally Books & 
Brunch • Ticketed event

Monday, September 19th, 6:30pm 
Leon Levy Center for Biography 

The Graduate Center, CUNY 
365 Fifth Ave. (between 34th and 35th St.) 

New York, NY 
In conversation with Brenda Wineapple

Tuesday, September 20th, 7pm 
Joe’s Pub 

425 Lafayette St., New York, NY 
Part of the House of SpeakEasy 
reading series • Ticketed event

Wednesday, September 21st, 7pm 
The Harvard Bookstore 

1256 Massachussetts Ave., Cambridge, MA

Thursday, September 22nd, 7pm 
BookCulture on Columbus

450 Columbus Ave. (between 81th and 82nd St.)
New York, NY 

In conversation with Amanda Foreman

Sunday, September 25th, 4pm 
BookCourt 

163 Court St., Brooklyn, NY 
In conversation with Dinitia Smith

Monday, September 26th, 7:30pm 
Free Library of Philadelphia 

1901 Vine St., Philadelphia, PA 
In conversation with Anthony Grafton

JOHN AUBREY,
MY OWN LIFE

Ruth Scurr 
Hardcover and e-book

“A game-changer in the 
world of biography.” 

—Mary Beard, The Guardian, 
Best Books of the Year 2015

“My Own Life is light, ingenious, 
inspiring, a book to reread and 

cherish. The vigour and spirit on 
every page would delight John 
Aubrey, that most individual of 
thinkers and writers, who has 

found a biographer of originality 
and wit. It is reverent, charming, 
poignant: it is made of the same 

ingredients as its subject.” 
—Hilary Mantel

“Scurr wrote the biography Aubrey 
didn’t write—Aubrey’s own—in a 
biographical form  that is unique, 
new, and gripping.” —A. S. Byatt, 

Times Literary Supplement 
Books of the Year 2015

“Scurr is no less a pioneer 
biographer than Aubrey himself.” 

—Michael Holroyd

Available in bookstores, call 
(646) 215-2500, or visit www.nyrb.com
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code-breaking, achieved little in the way of 
strategic intelligence through intercepts. 
The achievements at Bletchley were indeed 
hard-won since the Enigma system was a lot 
more sophisticated then than it had been 
before the war. 

THE WONDER OF PARIS

To the Editors:

The greater part of Eamon Duffy’s review 
of my recent book, A History of Balance, 
1250–1375, is thoughtful and attentive 
[NYR, May 26]. He strove to present the 
book’s overall argument—a challenging 
task given the argument’s many parts—
and he was generous with his positive as-
sessments. There were, however, a number 
of claims in the review’s final section that 
surprised me with their sharply dismissive 
tone. Limitations of space require that I re-
spond to only one of these, but in doing so I 
hope I can respond in some measure to all.

Duffy offers a lengthy critique of my 
reading of the illuminated images in the 
Vie de Saint Denys, a wondrous manuscript 
produced under the direction of the Abbey 
of Saint Denis and presented to the French 
king, Philip V, in 1317. The tone is set in 
the opening sentence of this section, where 
he reduces his earlier rich description of 
my argument to what he now describes as 
its “monocausal explanation for the intel-
lectual transformations of an entire age.” He 
then moves to dismiss out of hand the sharp 
disjunction I see between the images repre-
senting the lives of the martyrs in the upper 
registers of the page and the detailed images 
of commercial Paris in its lower registers. He 
argues that the recognition of such a split 
would be so indubitably detrimental to the 
reputation and interests of the abbey that its 
representation would never be permitted in a 
sumptuous manuscript intended for the king. 
I was aware of this interpretation before I 
offered mine, but I don’t think it either ex-
plains or can explain the images on the page. 

My reading rests on a different set of as-
sumptions. The disjunction between the 
upper and lower registers was, I believe, 
fully intentional—a clear representation 
of the abbey’s pointed critique of the com-
mercial city and its inhabitants. Their sin 
was their inexcusable forgetfulness of their 
immense debt to the martyr Saint Denis, 
and, by extension, to the abbey dedicated 
to his holy memory. In making this case, the 
abbey was echoing a traditional monastic 
critique of the ignorant and careless world 
beyond the cloister—a world focused on 
the satisfaction of bodily rather than spiri-
tual needs. Presenting these stark images 
of ignorance and indifference might well 
trouble the new king, but it might also move 
him—and have been intended to move 
him—to remedy the abbey’s perceived ne-
glect with all the resources at his disposal.

Since space is short, I must leave it to 
readers to assess my interpretation of these 
stunning cityscapes through the lens of bal-
ance, i.e., as early representations (thirty 
altogether!) of commercial Paris’s remark-
able capacity to order itself and balance it-
self through its daily labors and exchanges. 
I continue to think that these scenes pro-
vide precious visual evidence for how it be-
came possible, in this period, to see and ex-
perience the city as a self-regulating system.

Joel Kaye
Professor of History

Barnard College
New York City

Eamon Duffy  replies:

Professor Kaye suggests that I have misun-
derstood his reading of the apparent “dis-
junction” between the legend of the saint 
and the representations of the secular life 
of fourteenth-century Paris in the illumi-
nated Vie de Saint Denys. This disjunction, 
he now insists, was intended as “a clear rep-
resentation of the abbey’s pointed critique 
of the commercial city and its inhabitants,” 

whose “sin” consisted in their “inexcusable 
forgetfulness of their immense debt to the 
martyr.” The contrast between the saint 
and the city in the upper and lower regis-
ters of the illuminations, therefore, was in-
tended to articulate “a traditional monastic 
critique of the ignorant and careless world 
beyond the cloister.”

That is a perfectly possible reading of the 
images Kaye discusses. It is not, however, 
the one he offered in his book. At no point 
in his discussion of the Vie de Saint Denys 
illuminations there did he use the morally 
charged language of sin and guilt he has now 
introduced. He nowhere suggested that the 
representations of the city were intended as 
a critique of “inexcusable” sins of the city, 
or to condemn the citizens for ignoring their 
patron saint. While he did emphasize the 
“pointedly and inescapably different” (p. 
270) worldviews he thinks implicit in the 
“hierocratic” and vertical worldview repre-
sented in the scenes from the life of the saint, 
and the “horizontal” world of “relativized 
meaning” in the city scenes (pp. 276–277), 
Professor Kaye at no point suggested that 
the contrast was intended by the artist to be 
read to the city’s discredit, or as a pointed 
monastic condemnation of the citizens.

On the contrary, he tells us that the city 
scenes were painted by a lay artist working 
“outside the monastery . . . among the same 
Paris streets that provided the subject for 
his city scenes” (p. 269). The resulting im-
ages form “a vibrant picture of commercial 
Paris at the height of its prosperity” (p. 
270), and represent “the essence of the won-
der of the modern city” (p. 281), “an image 
of plenty guaranteed by human labour,” in 
which “vertical striving has been replaced 
by horizontal exchange and interchange” (p. 
282). The clear implication was that in these 
images the secular and relativistic life of the 
city found its own, positive, self- expression. 

Far be it from me to tell Professor Kaye 
what he meant in that section of his learned 
and absorbing book. But I do not think that 
any unbiased reader would have found in 
his discussion of these illuminations the 
religious and moral censoriousness he now 
says he intended to describe.

‘THE FUTURE OF  
SCHOLARLY KNOWLEDGE’

To the Editors:

Are we at the edge of a slippery slope on 
which the production of scholarly knowl-
edge will be shaped by the demand for 
metric-based accountability? Join us at the 
New School on October 13 and 14 for our 
thirty-fifth Social Research Conference, 
“The Future of Scholarly Knowledge.” 
Keynote speaker David Bromwich will 
open the conference Thursday night, Octo-
ber 13, at 6 PM to address the state of schol-
arly independence and its prospects. Other 
speakers will include Alan Ryan, Akeel Bil-
grami, and Richard Shweder.

For more information and to register, 
visit our website: www.centerforpublic 
scholarship.org.

Arien Mack
Alfred and Monette Marrow  

Professor of Psychology
Editor, Social Research  

The New School
New York City
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PERSONAL SERVICES
THE RIGHT STUFF—Date fellow graduates and faculty of 
the Ivies, Stanford, and a few other excellent schools. www.
rightstuffdating.com; (800) 988-5288.

EROTIC EXPLOSION. Let me blow your mind, your ulti-
mate erogenous zone. Provocative talk with educated 
beauty. No limits. (866) 540-7588.

BEAUTY & RELAXATION. Simply1618@yahoo.com. (212) 
880-0088.

UNIQUE EROTIC THERAPY. Extraordinary Touch. Unfor-
gettable. Discreet; private. West Village, NYC. By appoint-
ment only. (212) 645-4995. www.zeusdarlins.com.

THE DISLOCATION OF A BROKEN RELATIONSHIP may 
be isolating, but the experience is universal. We want to 
hear your story. www.brokenships.la/donate-an-exhibit/

PERSONALS
NYC MATCHMAKING SERVICE is offering complimentary 
memberships to men. Meet attractive, accomplished indi-
viduals who are interested in long-term, substantive com-
panionship. (212) 877-5151; fay@meaningfulconnections.
com.

PRIVATE DATING CLUB seeks attractive, successful gen-
tlemen aged 30’s-60’s+ interested in meeting and dating 
beautiful women. You should be open to enjoying a lasting 
relationship if you meet the right person (NY, LA, Chicago, 
London). Reply w/ bio and photo via e-mail: Phoebe@
SEIClub.com.

LOS ANGELES MAN, 72; is ready to share life. Passions: 
running, nonfiction reading. NYR Box 65300.

REMEMBER THE SONG “You’re My World” by Cilla Black? 
Let’s reminisce. Warren; Los Angeles. NYR Box 67600.

RETIRED CARSON CITY MAN, divorced, 77, seeks lady 
penfriends. Interests: Classical music, world affairs, old 
films. P.O. Box 99, NV 98702. 

VIBRANT, PRETTY BLACK WOMAN. Psychotherapist. 
Committed to social justice. Loves jazz, dancing, biking. 
Seeks loyal man 60+ with heart for loving relationship. rv-
sidedrv@gmail.com.

SINGLE WOMAN, 63, Austin, Texas, seeks friendship and 
love. I like walking (sublime!), bicycling, fiction, mathemat-
ics, pointless Scrabble. Please write. NYR Box 67700.

NYC SWF, 52, lovely, slender blue-eyed blonde, sparkling 
refined writer seeks witty, well-read, and well-bred man with 
interests in the arts and travel. Looking for fit, unmarried, 
and unfettered companion, over 5-foot-8 and under 65, 
superbly educated and entertaining, and accomplished in 
law, letters, medicine or finance. Please write, with photo to 
lark590@gmail.com.

ATTRACTIVE, INTELLIGENT, THOUGHTFUL Manhat-
tan woman looking to meet gentleman (65-78) who would 
like to have fun and explore all NYC has to offer. rfguws@
gmail.com.

MALE, 35, SEEKS female friend with whom to visit the Mor-
gan, Carnegie Hall, and the Frick. nyrb10025@gmail.com.

SEEKING A MAN IN NYC for occasional company of a pe-
tite, pretty, financially independent, mature gal for theatre, 
etc. NYR Box 67800.

LOVELY OLDER WOMAN in great shape physically, fi-
nancially, temperamentally. Seeking comparable New York 
man for classical music friendship. NYR Box 67900.

ONLY CONNECT. Manhattan-based, retired female aca-
demic wishes to hear from man 65+ interested in compan-
ionship and intellectual exchange. mjsxxx@verizon.net.

BOOK BUDDY WANTED: Want to finish an important proj-
ect? Let’s help each other. Docktor@DoreenStern.com.

SWM, 62, ARTIST, WRITER, FABRIC PRINTER, PROVO-
CATEUR. Athletic, curious, educated at the finest schools, 
raised by the finest minds, damaged by fate and blind ambi-
tion. Seeking companionship, encouragement, adventure 
and more. No age, race, or IQ restrictions. rob@itpnyc.com.

GNOSTIC MYSTAGOG. Theosophist. Deadhead. Captive 
of the prison-industrial complex. Seeks intellectual corre-
spondence with 40+ female. Commensurate baggage ac-
cepted. Ripple080995@gmail.com.

SEEKING LUNCH COMPANION for author get-togethers 
for book on people who work for major WNBC TV, or other 
TV stations. (914) 835-4546.

INTERNATIONAL RENTALS
PARIS. Attractive, furnished 3-room apartment, between 
Bastille and République, 11th Arrondissement, elevator 
building, kitchen and bathroom, maid weekly, €2,500 a 
month. For further information: (212) 243-1522.

PARIS—MARAIS. Renovated 17th-century, tri-level, top-
floor, courtyard apartment. Central, quiet, exposed beams, 
hardwood floors, fireplace, fully equipped. Nonsmokers. 
Week/Month. (206) 723-6538; www.acrossthewater.net.

PARIS (SQUARE BERLIOZ—9th arr.), WiFi, 3BR/2BA, 
beautiful full-floor condo, 4th floor, elevator. www.parisfla-
t4u.com. Tel.: (415) 922-8888. 

PARIS ST. GERMAIN (6°)—lovely top floor, elevator, well 
furnished, ideal for two, max three, people. nicoletta.nico-
la@tin.it.
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Zippered, black, water-resistant 
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sturdy handles for over-the-shoulder 
use and a zippered inside pocket. It

is attractive, well constructed and roomy
(17" W x 13" H x 6"D). Made in the USA.
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FURNITURE WANTED

TRAVEL
THINKING WALKS IN PARIS: a unique coaching experi-
ence. Request information from ptdanison.coach@gmail.
com. 

WRITERS’ SERVICES

FELLOWSHIPS

COMMUNITY LIVING

FRANCE, BURGUNDY—19th-century house near Chablis, 
Sancerre, Vezelay, Loire Valley. US$1,200 /week. www.
houseinburgundy.com.

FLORENCE, PIAZZA S. CROCE, 2BR, large kitchen, liv-
ing room, two bathrooms, fully equipped, €1,700 per month. 
For photos and details, contact p_corsi@yahoo.com.

ROME. PIAZZA DEL POPOLO.  Charming  furnished fl at. 
2 BR (one small),  large kitchen/dining room. 1 bathroom. 
WiFi, TV, dishwasher. 4th fl oor with elevator. Air condition-
ing. Nice view on the churches of Piazza del Popolo. €700 
weekly and 1800 monthly. For photos and details con-
tact benedetta.craveri@tiscali.it.

LONDON. SUNNY, AGREEABLE FLAT on quiet street in 
Little Venice. Second fl oor (lift) large sitting room, two bed-
rooms, two baths. Modern kitchen with breakfast counter. 
Fully-furnished, with linens, dishes, dishwasher, washer, 
dryer. TV, internet, answerphone. Key to the communal 
gardens. Close to shops and transport. Available Jan-May/
June 2016. alisonlurie@msn.com.

DOMESTIC RENTALS
WRITER’S RETREAT Mendocino County, California. 
Ocean Views. HeartLand Ranch and Gualala Point Beach 
House. www.cloud9properties.net e-mail: rentals@cloud-
9properties.net.

INTERNATIONAL
REAL ESTATE

PENTHOUSE IN PARADISE. Stunning penthouse at the 
water’s edge in the Far North of New Zealand. Fully fur-
nished and equipped, including jeep and yacht tender. See 
www.harboursidepenthouse.com for details. 

FLORENCE, ITALY. Prestigious fl at for sale in historic build-
ing in the center of Florence, fi rst fl oor, “piano nobile,” full of 
light, 249 square meters (2,680 sf), on two levels (height 5 
meters, 14 1/2 feet); small courtyard, laundry, large cave. 
Three bathrooms, two main bedrooms, wardrobe, drawing 
and reading rooms, studio, 2-story library, large hall, dining 
room, fully equipped. For enquiries, giuochi1@yahoo.com.

CANADA. MORIN HEIGHTS, QUEBEC. Laurentian Moun-
tains recreational area 40 miles from either Mont Tremblant 
resort or cosmopolitan Montreal. A bright treed four-bed-
room house on fi ve acres with adjacent fi shpond in park-
like setting with cross-country ski access from the door. A 
serene, gun-free environment. US$350,000. csalamis@
cgocable.ca.

REAL ESTATE
IDYLLIC COUNTRY RESIDENCE, REDDING, CON-
NECTICUT. Minutes to fi ne restaurants, shopping, and 
Metro North. Extensive hiking trails in area. Over 10,000 
sf, 5+BR, 6/2 baths set on 8.11 pastoral acres. $2,900,000. 
For more details contact Lisa Duguay, lduguay@williampitt.
com William Pitt Sotheby’s International Realty. (203)209-
2097; www.williampitt.com.

TUCKED AWAY DEEP IN THE WOODS of Downeast 
Maine, spitting distance from one of the interconnected 
lakes in the Grand Falls Flowage is a fully furnished, fully 
equipped two bedroom cozy cottage ready for comfortable 
writing, surrounded by trees and fl owers and suffused with 
the delights of Maine outdoor life. Lot is about an acre, has 
garage, shed, 16 foot Lund boat with 40 horsepower Honda 
outboard. Tranquility? -- Owner has written three books in 
recent years. Price: $175,000. rogler@fordham.edu.

BOOKS

TEILHARD DE CHARDIN’S dreams realized thanks to a 
Jesuit Pope from Latin America in an engaging new graphic 
novel available in full-color print from Amazon. http://goo.
gl/d0mVFG.

BOOKS WANTED

BOOK SEARCH. Old, rare, and out-of-print books. Marsha 
J. Shapiro: (212) 595-4219; mshap10424@aol.com.

BOOKS FOR SALE
SCHOLARLY BOOKS. Frederick Bayoff Literary Books. 
Over 13,000 fi rst editions. www.litbooks.com. litbooks@
tc3net.com.

30,000 ART PERIODICALS. Stocks of Artforum 1962-
1990s, High Performance 1978-1997, Art International, 
1957-1980s, many others. Exceptionally favorable terms. 
(858) 454-4443; laurence@mcgilvery.com.
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Store and protect your treasured library. 
These sturdy slipcases will keep your

copies of the  neatly and attractively
organized but still within easy reach. Each 
slipcase holds a full year (20 issues) of 

. Specially designed
to fit the , in black with gold foil logo.

THE NEW YORK REVIEW OF BOOKS

Attn: Order Dept., 435 Hudson Street, Suite 300, 
New York, NY 10014, or phone: (646) 215-2500 

www.nybooks.com/shop
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THE NEW YORK REVIEW
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$15 each 
plus shipping

Promote your books in

NEW LOOK—
same affordable advertising 

opportunity for
independent presses and 
self-published authors.

The Independent Press Listing
will appear in thirteen of
twenty annual issues of

The New York Review of Books in 
2016. All titles also appear on our 
website at no additional charge: 

www.nybooks.com/ipl.

To advertise your books,
email ipress@nybooks.com,
call (212) 293-1630, or see

www.nybooks.com/ipl.

The New York Review
of Books

Sell your 
property

in the 
NYRB

Workshops are for jerks. 
What you need is an editor.

FictionAtelier.wordpress.com

MARKETPLACE

MISCELLANEOUS
DON’T BE A DILLY-DALLYING DAWDLER. Visit www.ecoi-
deaman.com today!
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Historicizing the Politics 
and Pleasure of Sport
PETER ALEGI and 
BRENDA ELSEY, issue editors
An issue of 
Radical History Review (#125)
11 illustrations, paper, $14

The Rise of the American 
Conservation Movement
Power, Privilege, and 
Environmental Protection
DORCETA E. TAYLOR
paper, $29.95

Real Pigs
Shifting Values in the Field 
of Local Pork
BRAD WEISS
37 illustrations, paper, $24.95

Renegade Cities
CHRISTOPHER SHAY, editor
An issue of 
World Policy Journal (33:2)
33 illustrations, paper, $10

Aimé Césaire
Critical Perspectives
MICHAELINE A. CRICHLOW 
and GREGSON DAVIS, 
issue editors
An issue of 
South Atlantic Quarterly (115:3)
paper, $16

Staying with the Trouble
Making Kin in the Chthulucene
DONNA HARAWAY
Experimental Futures
31 illustrations, incl. 2 in color, 
paper, $26.95

The Cultural Logic 
of Contemporary 
Capitalism
NICO BAUMBACH, 
DAMON R. YOUNG, 
and GENEVIEVE YUE, 
issue editors
An issue of Social Text (#127)
15 illustrations, paper, $15

Everyday Intimacies of 
the Middle East
SERTAÇ SEHLIKOGLU and 
ASLI ZENGIN, issue editors
An issue of Journal of Middle East 
Women’s Studies (12:2)
13 illustrations, paper, $16

Terminated for 
Reasons of Taste
Other Ways to Hear Essential 
and Inessential Music
CHUCK EDDY
32 illustrations, paper, $26.95

Third World Studies
Theorizing Liberation
GARY Y. OKIHIRO
5 photographs, paper, $23.95

Placing Outer Space
An Earthly Ethnography of 
Other Worlds
LISA MESSERI
Experimental Futures
38 illustrations, paper, $23.95

30th Anniversary Issue
MICHAEL LERNER, editor
An issue of Tikkun (31:3)
27 illustrations, paper, $5.95

Flyboy 2
The Greg Tate Reader
GREG TATE
paper, $25.95

“In the tradition of Ellison and 
Baraka, but unlike them, shaped 
by the best of Black feminism, Tate 
forges his own brilliant path.”
— Farah Jasmine Griffin

Cultural Studies 1983
A Theoretical History
STUART HALL
JENNIFER DARYL SLACK 
and LAWRENCE GROSSBERG, 
editors
Stuart Hall: Selected Writings
paper, $23.95

“Today, at a time of decentered 
neoliberal hegemony, his non-
reductive analysis of cultural 
struggle is more relevant than ever.” 
— James Clifford

Life and Death on the 
New York Dance Floor, 
1980-1983
TIM LAWRENCE
115 illustrations, paper, $27.95

“If you never danced yourself dizzy 
at the Roxy, the Paradise Garage, 
or the Mudd Club, here’s a chance 
to feel the bass and taste the sweat.” 
— Will Hermes

From Washington 
to Moscow
US-Soviet Relations and 
the Collapse of the USSR
LOUIS SELL
paper, $27.95

“This is an important book, an 
exciting read that is also destined 
to be an important source for 
historians of the period.” 
 — Jack MatlockNe
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