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A New Deal for Europe
Thomas Piketty

The far right has surged in just a few 
years from 15 percent to 30 percent of 
the vote in France, and now has the 
support of up to 40 percent in a number 
of districts. Many factors conspired to 
produce this result: rising unemploy-
ment and xenophobia, a deep disap-
pointment over the left’s record in 
running the government, the feeling 
that we’ve tried everything and it’s time 
to experiment with something new. 
These are the consequences of the di-
sastrous handling of the financial melt-
down that began in the United States 
in 2008, a meltdown that we in Europe 
transformed by our own actions into 
a lasting European crisis. The blame 
for that belongs to institutions and 
policies that proved wholly inadequate, 
particularly in the eurozone, consist-
ing of nineteen countries. We have a 
single currency with nineteen differ-
ent public debts, nineteen interest rates 
upon which the financial markets are 
completely free to speculate, nineteen 
corporate tax rates in unbridled com-
petition with one another, without a 
common social safety net or shared 
educational standards—this cannot 
possibly work, and never will. 

Only a genuine social and demo-
cratic refounding of the eurozone, 
designed to encourage growth and em-
ployment, arrayed around a small core 
of countries willing to lead by example 
and develop their own new political in-
stitutions, will be sufficient to counter 
the hateful nationalistic impulses that 
now threaten all Europe. Last summer, 
in the aftermath of the Greek fiasco, 
French President François Hollande 
had begun to revive on his own initia-
tive the idea of a new parliament for the 
eurozone. Now France must present a 
specific proposal for such a parliament 
to its leading partners and reach a com-
promise. Otherwise the agenda is going 
to be monopolized by the countries 
that have opted for national isolation-
ism—the United Kingdom and Poland 
among them.

Just for starters, it would be im-
portant for European leaders—the 
French and Germans in particular—
to acknowledge their errors. We can 
debate endlessly all sorts of reforms, 
both small and large, that ought to be 
carried out in various eurozone coun-
tries: changed opening hours for shops, 
more effective labor markets, different 
standards for retirement, and so on. 
Some of these are useful, others less 
so. Whatever the case, however, the 
failures to make such reforms are not 
enough to explain the sudden plunge 
in GDP in the eurozone from 2011 to 
2013, even as the US economy was in 
recovery. There can be no question 
now that the recovery in Europe was 
throttled by the attempt to cut deficits 
too quickly between 2011 and 2013—
and particularly by tax hikes that were 
far too sharp in France. Such applica-
tion of tight budgetary rules ensured 
that the eurozone’s GDP still, in 2015, 
hasn’t recovered to its 2007 levels. 

Important changes did take place as a 
result of the belated interventions of the 
European Central Bank and the agree-
ment on the new budget treaty of 2012—
the European Fiscal Compact, which 
created the European Stability Mecha-
nism with a budget of 700 billion euros. 

These developments made it possible 
to move ahead toward debt mutualiza-
tion, by which the debts of all eurozone 
countries would be jointly guaranteed. 
Such policies have finally managed to 
stop the decline, but without solving 
the underlying problems. The recov-
ery remains timid at best; the crisis  
of confidence in the eurozone persists.

What is to be done now? We should 
put together a conference of eurozone 

nations on debt—just like those that 
were held in the postwar years, to the 
notable benefit of Germany. The objec-
tive would be to reduce public debt as a 
whole, starting with a system of alloca-
tion of payments based on the increases 
in debt that have occurred since the cri-
sis began. In an early phase, we could 
place all public debts greater than 60 
percent of GDP in a common fund, with 
a moratorium on repayment until each 
country has regained a trajectory of ro-
bust growth in comparison with 2007. 

All historical experience points in this 
direction: above a certain threshold, 
it makes no sense to repay debts for 
decades. It’s more advisable to openly 
reduce debts in order to invest in 
growth, even from the creditors’ point  
of view.

Such a process demands a new form 
of democratic governance, one that 
can assure that such disasters are not 
allowed to recur. In concrete terms, 
the interests of taxpayers and national 
budgets demand the establishment of 
a eurozone parliament composed of 
members drawn from the national par-
liaments, proportionate to each coun-
try’s population. (Such a parliament, 
of course, would be different from the 
current parliament of the EU, which 
includes EU members that are not 
part of the eurozone and is relatively 
powerless.)

We should also entrust each national 
parliament of eurozone members with 
a vote on a common eurozone corpo-
rate tax, otherwise the outcome will 
still—inevitably—be fiscal dumping 
and scandals like that of LuxLeaks, in 
which leaked documents revealed the 
use of Luxembourg in tax- avoidance 
schemes. Such a common corporate 
tax would make it possible to finance 
investments in infrastructure and in 
universities. To take one emblematic 
example, the Erasmus education pro-
gram—which provides opportunities 
for students and teachers to study and 
train abroad—is ridiculously under-
funded. It has a budget of two billion 
euros annually, against the 200 bil-
lion euros set aside every year for in-
terest on eurozone debt. We ought to 
be investing heavily in innovation and 
young people. Europe has every right 
and every capacity to be able to offer 
the finest model of social welfare on 
earth: we must stop squandering our 
opportunities!

In the future, the choice of what 
level of public deficit the eurozone na-
tions should carry will also need to be 
made in this new setting of joint ac-
tion. There are many in Germany who 
would fear being placed in a minority 
in such a new parliament, and they 
would prefer to stick to the logic of au-
tomatic budgetary criteria. But it was 
the hindrance of eurozone- wide de-
mocracy by a set of rigid rules that led 
us to the brink of the abyss in the first 
place, and it’s time to be done with that  
approach. 

If France, Italy, and Spain (roughly 
50 percent of the eurozone’s popula-
tion and GDP, as against Germany, 
with scarcely more than 25 percent) 
were to put forth a specific proposal for 
a new and effective parliament, some 
compromise would have to be found. 
And if Germany stubbornly contin-
ues to refuse, which seems unlikely, 
then the argument against the euro as 
a common currency becomes very dif-
ficult to counter. Currently, a Plan B 
involving the abandonment of the euro 
is being touted by the far right, a policy 
that is increasingly tempting to the far 
left. Why don’t we start by actually giv-
ing a chance to genuine reforms that 
would make the eurozone work for the 
 common good?  

—Translated from the French 
by Antony Shugaar

German Chancellor Angela Merkel and French President François Hollande  

at a summit of the European Union, Brussels, February 2013

WHAT TO SAY OF  
THE ENTIRETY

What to say of the entirety. The entirety should be smaller.  

Small enough to say something about. Humans. What if 

the guy you’re hanging up by his thumbs already has a 

 razorplague of painapples roaming his chest inside. Do you 

regard that as his own fault? Do you really need to make it 

worse? Do you think of yourself as a well-loved person? Of 

course these are separate questions. Like dead salmon and 

coppermine tailings, separate. So these separations, this 

anesthesia, we should ponder a bit. Humans. What can you 

control? Wrong question. Can you treat everything as an 

emergency without losing the reality of time, which contin-

ues to drip, laughtear by laughtear? Where to start? Start in 

the middle (and why?) so as not to end up there, where for 

example the torture report ended up after all those years 

of work. You have to know what you want, know what you 

think, know where to go. New York City actually. Here 

we are. Trucks crash by. Or was that another row of doors 

slammed by gods? They’re soaked, the gods, they’ve tucked 

their toes up on their thrones as if they don’t know why this 

is happening. Poor old coxcombs. 

—Anne Carson
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We Are Hopelessly Hooked
Jacob Weisberg

Reclaiming Conversation:  
The Power of Talk in a Digital Age
by Sherry Turkle. 
Penguin, 436 pp., $27.95

Alone Together:  
Why We Expect More  
from Technology and  
Less from Each Other
by Sherry Turkle. 
Basic Books, 360 pp., $17.99 (paper)

Reading the Comments:  
Likers, Haters, and Manipulators  
at the Bottom of the Web
by Joseph M. Reagle Jr. 
MIT Press, 228 pp., $27.95

Hooked:  
How to Build  
Habit- Forming Products
by Nir Eyal with Ryan Hoover. 
Portfolio, 242 pp., $25.95

1.
“As smoking gives us something to 
do with our hands when we aren’t 
using them, Time gives us something 
to do with our minds when we aren’t 
thinking,” Dwight Macdonald wrote 
in 1957. With smartphones, the issue 
never arises. Hands and mind are con-
tinuously occupied texting, e- mailing, 
liking, tweeting, watching YouTube 
videos, and playing Candy Crush. 

Americans spend an average of five 
and a half hours a day with digital 
media, more than half of that time on 
mobile devices, according to the re-
search firm eMarketer. Among some 
groups, the numbers range much 
higher. In one recent survey, female 
students at Baylor University reported 
using their cell phones an average of 
ten hours a day. Three quarters of 
eighteen-to-twenty-four-year-olds say 
that they reach for their phones imme-
diately upon waking up in the morning. 
Once out of bed, we check our phones 
221 times a day—an average of every 
4.3 minutes—according to a UK study. 
This number actually may be too low, 
since people tend to underestimate 
their own mobile usage. In a 2015 Gal-
lup survey, 61 percent of people said 
they checked their phones less fre-
quently than others they knew. 

Our transformation into device peo-
ple has happened with unprecedented 
suddenness. The first touchscreen- 
operated iPhones went on sale in June 
2007, followed by the first Android- 
powered phones the following year. 
Smartphones went from 10 percent to 
40 percent market penetration faster 
than any other consumer technology in 
history. In the United States, adoption 
hit 50 percent only three years ago. Yet 
today, not carrying a smartphone indi-
cates eccentricity, social marginaliza-
tion, or old age. 

What does it mean to shift overnight 
from a society in which people walk 
down the street looking around to one in 
which people walk down the street look-
ing at machines? We wouldn’t be always 
clutching smartphones if we didn’t be-
lieve they made us safer, more produc-
tive, less bored, and were useful in all of 
the ways that a computer in your pocket 

can be useful. At the same time, smart-
phone owners describe feeling “frus-
trated” and “distracted.” In a 2015 Pew 
survey, 70 percent of respondents said 
their phones made them feel freer, while 
30 percent said they felt like a leash. 
Nearly half of eighteen-to-twenty- nine- 
year- olds said they used their phones to 
“avoid others around you.”

2.
It is the troubling aspects of social and 
mobile media that Sherry Turkle at-

tends to in her wise and observant new 
book, Reclaiming Conversation. A clin-
ical psychologist and sociologist who 
teaches at MIT, Turkle is by no means 
anti technology. But after a career ex-
amining relations between people and 
computers, she blends her description 
with advocacy. She presents a powerful 
case that a new communication revolu-
tion is degrading the quality of human 
relationships—with family and friends, 
as well as colleagues and romantic 
partners. The picture she paints is both 
familiar and heartbreaking: parents 
who are constantly distracted on the 
playground and at the dinner table; 
children who are frustrated that they 
can’t get their parents’ undivided atten-
tion; gatherings where friends who are 
present vie for attention with virtual 
friends; classrooms where professors 
gaze out at a sea of semi engaged mul-
titaskers; and a dating culture in which 
infinite choice undermines the ability 
to make emotional commitments. 

Turkle finds the roots of the problem 
in the failure of young people absorbed 
in their devices to develop fully inde-
pendent selves, a topic she began to 
explore in Alone Together (2011). In 
that book, she examined the way in-
teraction with robotic toys and “always 
on” connections affect adolescent de-
velopment. She argued that phones and 
texting disrupt the ability to separate 
from one’s parents, and raise other ob-
stacles to adulthood. Curating a Face-

book profile alters the presentation of 
self. Absorption in a gaming avatar can 
become a flight from the difficulties of 
real life. Young people face new anxiet-
ies around the loss of privacy and the 
persistence of online data. 

In her new book, she expresses a ver-
sion of those concerns that is as much 
philosophic as psychiatric. Because 
they aren’t learning how to be alone, 
she contends, young people are losing 
their ability to empathize. “It’s the ca-
pacity for solitude that allows you to 
reach out to others and see them as sep-
arate and independent,” Turkle writes. 

Without an ability to look inward, 
those locked into the virtual worlds of 
social media develop a sensibility of “I 
share, therefore I am,” crafting their 
identities for others. Continuous digital 
performance leaves teenagers experi-
encing what ought to be the satisfac-
tions of solitude only as “disconnection 
anxiety.” 

As in her earlier work, Turkle con-
siders this loss of empathy as both a cli-
nician and an ethnographer. She culls 
from hundreds of interviews she has 
done since 2008, the first year many 
high school and college students be-
came armed with smartphones. Un-
happy teachers at one private middle 
school in upstate New York describe 
students who don’t make eye contact 
or respond to body language, who have 
trouble listening and talking to teach-
ers, and can’t see things from another’s 
point of view, recognize when they’ve 
hurt someone, or form friendships 
based on trust. “It is as though they 
all have some signs of being on an As-
perger’s spectrum,” one teacher tells 
her. Turkle even seeks to quantify the 
damage, repeatedly citing a study that 
shows a 40 percent decline in empathy 
among college students over the past 
twenty years as measured by standard 
psychological tests.

For young people, she observes, 
the art of friendship is increasingly 
the art of dividing your attention suc-
cessfully. Speaking to someone who 

isn’t fully present is irritating, but it’s 
increasingly the norm. Turkle has al-
ready noticed considerable evolution in 
“friendship technologies.” At first, she 
saw kids investing effort into enhancing 
their profiles on Facebook. More re-
cently, they’ve come to prefer Snapchat, 
known for its messages that vanish after 
being viewed, and Instagram, where 
users engage with one another around a 
stream of shared photos, usually taken 
by phone. Both of these platforms com-
bine asynchronicity with ephemerality, 
allowing you to compose your self- 
presentation, while looking more causal 
and spontaneous than on a Facebook 
profile. It’s not the indelible record that 
Snapchat’s teenage users fear. It’s the 
sin of premeditated curating—looking 
like you’re trying too hard. 

More worrying to Turkle is that social 
media offer respite from the awkward-
ness of unmediated human relation-
ships. Apple’s FaceTime feature hasn’t 
taken off because, as one college se-
nior explains, “You have to hold it [the 
phone] in front of your face with your 
arm; you can’t do anything else.” Then 
again some younger teens, presumably 
with an ordinary number of arms, are 
using FaceTime as an alternative to 
spending time with one another in per-
son. The advantage is that “you can al-
ways leave” and “you can do other things 
on social media at the same time.” 

The thing young people never do on 
their smartphones is actually speak to 
one another. Their comments about 
live conversation are telling: “I never 
really learned how to do a good job 
with talking in person.” “Even when 
I’m with my friends, I’ll go online to 
make a point. . . . I’m more at home.” An 
Ivy league–bound high school student 
worries that college is going to require 
“a fair amount of on- the- spot talking.” 
Collectively, teens “make it clear that 
the back- and- forth of unrehearsed 
‘real- time’ conversation is something 
that makes you ‘unnecessarily’ vulner-
able,” Turkle writes. Reading these ac-
counts, one is caught between dismay 
at the flight from personal contact and 
admiration for human ingenuity in de-
vising new modes of communication. 
One group of students explains that 
when they get together physically, they 
“layer” online conversations on top of 
face- to- face ones, with people who are 
in the same room.

Family relations are evolving new 
digital modes and mores as well. Con-
flict has in many cases evolved into 
what Turkle calls “fighting by text.” 
One of the stories she tells is about a 
young man she calls Colin, who is at 
odds with his parents about his and his 
siblings’ failure to meet their expecta-
tions. He finds that moving the conflict 
to Gchat “makes things smoother.”

But when he pauses to ask if some-
thing might be lost, a question as 
much directed to himself as to me, 
Colin responds with a business 
metaphor: “What would be the 
value proposition of disagreeing 
with each other face- to- face?” 

He can’t think of an answer. 
His family takes care of conflict 

Photograph by Eric Pickersgill from his series ‘Removed,’ in which he shows his subjects’ 

attachment to their cell phones and other handheld devices by asking them to ‘hold their 

stare and posture’ as he removes the devices from their hands and then takes their portrait
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by cooling it down online. Colin 
thinks they are now more “produc-
tive” as a family.

Needless to say, Turkle the psycho-
therapist does not see “productivity” 
as a healthy way to think about one’s 
family. Parents choose to manage con-
flict digitally in order to control their 
emotions, to get rid of the “messy and 
irrational” parts of fighting. “But to say 
to a child, partner, or spouse, ‘I choose 
to absent myself from you in order to 
talk to you,’ suggests many things that 
may do their own damage,” she writes. 

Being able to be enough in control 
of our feelings to listen to another 
person is a requirement for em-
pathy. If a parent doesn’t model 
this—if you go directly to a text or 
email—a child isn’t going to learn 
it, or see it as a value.

The application of texting and chat 
as a romantic buffer seems just as per-
nicious. Turkle devotes several pages to 
the story of Adam, a thirty- six- year- old 
architect who can’t get over the end of 
a long- term relationship. Adam feels he 
was able to be his “better self” with his 
girlfriend Tessa, the more open and less 
defensive man that she needed him to 
be. Communicating with her through 
electronic messaging rather than the 
phone gave him a chance to “pause and 
get it right” in their exchanges. He re-
mains obsessed with the digital archive 
of the romance, dozens of texts a day 
sent over a period of three years: 

He pulls up a text he sent Tessa 
after a fight. Adam says that after 
this quarrel he was frightened, 
afraid of what would happen next. 
But in his text he lessened the ten-
sion by sending a photo of his feet, 
beneath which he wrote, “Try to 
control your sexual passion in see-
ing me in Crocs and socks.” In per-
son, Adam says that his anxiety 
would have led him to try to corner 
Tessa into forgiving him. His panic 
would have made things worse. 
Online, he used humor to signal 
confidence in their enduring con-
nection. So what the text commu-
nicated is not the “real” Adam; it’s 
the Adam he wants to be.

In the Spike Jonze film Her, the ro-
mantic partner constituted through ar-
tificial intelligence provides emotional 
support without the demands of a real 
person. Here, the real person thinks 
that the modulated self he presents 
in disembodied conversation is more 
 appealing. This turns the goal of af-
fective computing on its head; instead 
of getting machines to seem more like 
people, it’s something closer to a man 
imitating a robot. Turkle comments 
that digital media put people in a “com-
fort zone,” where they believe they can 
share “just the right amount” of them-
selves. But this feeling of control is an 
illusion—a “Goldilocks fallacy.” In a 
romantic relationship, there is no ideal 
distance to be maintained over time. 
As she sums up her case: “Technology 
makes us forget what we know about 
life.” 

3.
Why might too much digital participa-
tion be corroding empathy, whether 

online or offline? Turkle is at her weak-
est on this connection, which sends 
her scurrying to Thoreau for homilies 
about the value of solitude. For a better 
answer, it makes sense to consider how 
humans interact in their purely digital 
relations. That is the implicit concern 
of Joseph M. Reagle Jr., a communica-
tions professor at Northeastern Uni-
versity. In Reading the Comments, he 
focuses on the way people relate to 
one another through the digital genre 
that he defines as social, reactive, 
short, asynchronous, and pervasive. 
To him, this “bottom of the Web” in-
cludes everything from Facebook shar-
ing to bulletin board systems (BBS) 
to user- generated product reviews on  
Amazon. 

Reagle surveys this varied landscape 
in pursuit of a goal he calls “intimate 

serendipity,” his term for successful on-
line communities, places where people 
are able to express themselves elec-
tronically in a civilized way. He finds 
constructive criticism in a few surpris-
ing places, such as “beta readers” who 
offer feedback on one another’s fan 
fiction—composition in the mode of 
a favorite writer. He also finds some 
gems of crowd- wisdom culture, such as 
the Amazon review of a carbon mon-
oxide detector headed “Saved our son’s 
life—4/5 stars.” But in the main, the 
Web conversation Reagle considers 
suffers from tendencies similar to the 
ones Turkle identifies: narcissism, dis-
inhibition, and the failure to care about 
the feelings of others. It’s a world de-
void of empathy.

Anonymous comments are the worst, 
leading to vicious mob behavior. But 
flamers, cyber bullies, and trolls (who 
all rely on insults) ruin even identity- 
based, moderated conversation. No 
one has figured out how to prevent the 
operation of Godwin’s law, which says 
that online debates always devolve into 
comparisons to the Nazis. Worse still 
is the hate and harassment that attend 
any discussion of feminism, or just ex-
pressions by women. Menacing phe-
nomena include “doxing,” exposing the 
personal information of anonymous 
users, like someone’s home address or 
children’s photos, in order to intimi-
date them. Another form of abuse is 
“image- based harassment and visual 
misogyny,” which involves manipulat-
ing photos and pornographic images 
in a threatening way. Threats of rape 
and violence may arrive at the rate of 
fifty an hour with the formation of a 
“trollplex,” which Reagle defines as an 

uncoordinated attack on a target in a 
digital venue. 

He diagnoses this casual cruelty as 
stemming in part from a male urge to 
quantify female attractiveness, remind-
ing us that the origin of Facebook was 
Mark Zuckerberg’s dorm- room project 
Facemash, created as a way to rate Har-
vard students on their hotness. Twitter 
has been no better. “We suck at dealing 
with abuse and trolls on the platform 
and we’ve sucked at it for years,” Dick 
Costolo wrote in an internal company 
forum last year, shortly before he was 
pushed out as the company’s CEO. A 
newer, campus- based social platform 
called Yik Yak seems purposefully de-
signed for students to denigrate their 
teachers anonymously and share bul-
lying gossip. But despite all of the ug-
liness he documents,  Reagle doesn’t 

want to abandon comments, as publi-
cations including Reuters, Tablet, and 
USA Today’s online sports section 
have done recently. “Comment is with 
us, and we must find ways to use it ef-
fectively,” he writes. 

Reagle is right that to give up on free 
comment means abandoning the dem-
ocratic promise of the Web. Yet his al-
ternative that we “find ways to develop 
a robust self- esteem that can handle 
ubiquitous comment” is no solution. 
We can’t just deal with the emotional 
toll of brutality on the Web by tough-
ening up. We need a Web that is less 
corrosive to our humanity. 

4.
If so much of what we do on the In-
ternet is harmful to us, and harmful 
to one another, perhaps we should do 
less of it. But that turns out to be not 
so simple. There’s no clear boundary 
between a hard- to- quit behavior and a 
compulsive one. The idea of “Internet 
addiction disorder” first surfaced in a 
parody of an academic article in 1995. 
A year later, it was seriously proposed 
for inclusion in the DSM- IV. At that 
stage, compulsive digital behavior re-
quired you to be attached to a desk or 
laptop, which was a limiting factor. In 
the late 1990s, however, the combina-
tion of e-mail and mobile technology 
made an immoderate relationship with 
technology as familiar as the seductive 
blinking light of the Blackberry at the 
bedside. 

The further combination of mobile 
technology and social media has made 
digital excess more familiar to people 

Museumgoers taking photographs of the Mona Lisa at the Louvre, Paris, 2012
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too young for Blackberries and un-
tempted by e-mail. The simplest habit-
ual activities are checking for updates in 
one’s social streams and affirming the 
contributions posted by friends. You 
do this by tapping on various permuta-
tions of the “like” button that Facebook 
launched in 2009: they include +1s on 
Google+, pins on Pinterest, hearts on 
Instagram, first stars, then hearts too 
on Twitter. The most successful mobile 
apps create distinctive, repetitive hand 
movements, like swiping on Tinder (left 
to reject), double- tapping on Instagram 
(to indicate approval), pressing down to 
view imploding doodles on Snapchat, 
and stroking down to catapult angry 
birds on Angry Birds. 

When Turkle writes that “the Net 
teaches us to need it,” she is speaking 
metaphorically. But while the Inter-
net itself may lack intentions, those 
designing our interactions with it have 
a purpose very much like the one she 
describes. Twenty years ago, the hot-
test jobs for college graduates were 
at  Goldman Sachs or Morgan Stan-
ley. Today, students at Stanford and 
CalTech and Harvard aspire to work 
in product management or design at 
social media companies. The disci-
plines that prepare you for such a ca-
reer are  software architecture, applied 
 psychology, and behavioral econom-
ics—using what we know about human 
vulnerabilities in order to engineer 
compulsion. 

Some of Silicon Valley’s most suc-
cessful app designers are alumni of 
the Persuasive Technology Lab at 
Stanford, a branch of the university’s 
Human Sciences and Technologies Ad-
vanced Research Institute. The lab was 
founded in 1998 by B. J. Fogg, whose 
graduate work “used methods from ex-
perimental psychology to demonstrate 
that computers can change people’s 
thoughts and behaviors in predict-
able ways,” according to the center’s 
website. Fogg teaches undergraduates 
and runs “persuasion boot camps” for 
tech companies. He calls the field he 
founded “captology,” a term derived 
from an acronym for “computers as 
persuasive technology.” It’s an apt 
name for the discipline of capturing 
people’s attention and making it hard 
for them to escape. Fogg’s behavior 
model involves building habits through 
the use of what he calls “hot triggers,” 
like the links and photos in Facebook’s 
newsfeed, made up largely of posts by 
one’s Facebook friends. 

One of Fogg’s students, Nir Eyal, 
offers a practical guide in his book 
Hooked: How to Build Habit- Forming 
Products. A former game designer and 
professor of “applied consumer psy-
chology” at Stanford’s Graduate School 
of Business, Eyal explains why applica-
tions like Facebook are so effective. 
A successful app, he writes, creates 
a “persistent routine” or behavioral 
loop. The app both triggers a need and 
provides the momentary solution to it. 
“Feelings of boredom, loneliness, frus-
tration, confusion, and indecisiveness 
often instigate a slight pain or irritation 
and prompt an almost instantaneous 
and often mindless action to quell the 
negative sensation,” he writes. “Gradu-
ally, these bonds cement into a habit as 
users turn to your product when experi-
encing certain internal triggers.”

The financial value of an app is 
largely determined by how much time 

consumers spend using it, on the as-
sumption that usage translates into 
advertising revenue. For US users of 
Facebook, the average “time spent” fig-
ure is an extraordinary forty minutes a 
day. What compels this level of immer-
sion? As Eyal writes, Facebook’s trig-
ger is FOMO, fear of missing out. The 
social network relieves this apprehen-
sion with feelings of connectedness and 
validation, allowing users to summon 
recognition. On Facebook, one asserts 
one’s social status and quantifies its in-
crease through numbers of likes, com-
ments, and friends. According to Eyal, 
checking in delivers a hit of dopamine 
to the brain, along with the craving for 
another hit. The designers are apply-
ing basic slot machine psychology. The 
variability of the “reward”—what you 
get when you check in—is crucial to the 
enthrallment. 

Eyal thinks the photo- sharing app 
Instagram is an even itchier trigger. 
“Instagram is an example [of the work] 
of an enterprising team—conversant in 
psychology as much as technology—
that unleashed a habit- forming product 
on users who subsequently made it part 
of their daily routines,” he writes. Its 
genius, in his view, is moving beyond 
generalized FOMO to create angst 
around “the fear of losing a special mo-
ment.” Posting a photo to In stagram 
assuages that unease. Facebook’s 2012 
acquisition of Instagram, a startup 
with thirteen employees, for the bar-
gain price of $1 billion, “demonstrates 
the increasing power of—and immense 
monetary value created by—habit-
forming technology.” In other words, 
Instagram was so damned addictive 
that Facebook had to have it.

Of course, posting to Facebook 
or Instagram also contributes to the 
global accumulation of FOMO. What 
Eyal describes, without seeming fully 
to appreciate it in human terms, is a 
closed cycle of anxiety creation and al-
leviation. What are others doing? What 
do they think of me? What do I think 
of them? In the last part of his book, 
Eyal raises ethical considerations and 
says developers ought to peddle only 
products that they believe in. But in the 
main, his book reads like one of those 
tobacco industry documents about ma-
nipulating nicotine levels in cigarettes. 
Designers can hook users through the 
application of psychological phenom-
ena such as investment bias—once 
you’ve put time into personalizing a 
tool, you’re more likely to use it. But 
an app, Eyal writes, should ask for in-
vestment only after offering rewards, 
such as tidbits of interesting informa-
tion. Another tool is rationalization, 
the feeling that if one is spending a lot 
of time doing something, it must be 
valuable. 

Turkle argues against using the 
term “addiction” because it implies 
that “you have to discard the addict-
ing substance,” and we aren’t very well 
“going to ‘get rid’ of the Internet.” But 
in describing what they’re doing, many 
of her subjects fall naturally into the 
language of substance abuse, absten-
tion, and recovery. People colloquially 
describe sessions online as getting a 
fix, or refer to disconnection from so-
cial media as detoxing or going cold 
turkey. The industry can’t help talk-
ing that way either, about “users” and 
“devices.” The toll of technology is 
emotional rather than physical. But 
the more you read about it, the more 
you may come to feel that we’re in the 

middle of a new Opium War, in which 
marketers have adopted addiction as 
an explicit  commercial strategy. This 
time the pushers come bearing candy- 
colored apps. 

5.
Despite the picture she paints of digi-
tal damage to nearly every kind of 
human relationship, Turkle remains 
optimistic that we can gain control of 
technology or, as her book’s title has 
it, reclaim conversation. Even teenag-
ers who don’t remember a time before 
social media express nostalgia for life 
without it. One place they still experi-
ence friendship without divided atten-
tion is at device- free summer camps, 
where they return after six weeks 
more thoughtful and empathetic— 
only to plunge back into the “machine 
zone.” 

How can we enjoy the pleasures and 
benefits of mobile and social media 
while countering its self- depleting and 
antisocial aspects? Turkle keeps her 
discussion of remedy general, perhaps 
because there aren’t many good solu-
tions at the moment. She thinks we 
should consciously uni task, cultivate 
face- to- face conversation, and set lim-
its on ourselves, like keeping devices 
away from the family dinner table. She 
suggests reading Walden.

As consumers, we can also pressure 
technology companies to engineer 
apps that are less distracting. If product 
design has a conscience at the moment, 
it may be Tristan Harris, a former B. J. 
Fogg student at Stanford who worked 
until recently as an engineer at Google. 

In several lectures available on You-
Tube, Harris argues that an “attention 
economy” is pushing us all to spend 
time in ways we recognize as unpro-
ductive and unsatisfying, but that we 
have limited capacity to control. Tech 
companies are engaged in “a race to 
the bottom of the brain stem,” in which 
rewards go not to those that help us 
spend our time wisely, but to those that 
keep us mindlessly pulling the lever at 
the casino. 

Harris wants engineers to consider 
human values like the notion of “time 
well spent” in the design of consumer 
technology. Most of his proposals are 
“nudge”- style tweaks and signals to 
encourage more conscious choices. For 
example, Gmail or Facebook might 
begin a session by asking you how much 
time you want to spend with it that 
day, and reminding you when you’re 
 nearing the limit. Messaging apps 
might be  reengineered to privilege at-
tention over interruption. iTunes could 
downgrade games that are frequently 
deleted because users find them too 
addictive. 

These are helpful suggestions—more 
thoughtful apps, and apps to control 
our apps. They also seem wildly inad-
equate to the problem. Aspirations for 
humanistic digital design have been 
overwhelmed so far by the impera-
tives of the startup economy. As long 
as software engineers are able to de-
liver free, addictive products directly to 
children, parents who are themselves 
compulsive users have little hope of 
asserting control. We can’t defend our-
selves against the disciples of captol-
ogy by asking nicely for less enticing  
slot machines. 
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TV: The Shame of Wisconsin
Lorrie Moore

Making a Murderer
a Netflix documentary series directed 
by Laura Ricciardi and Moira Demos

Wisconsin is probably the most beau-
tiful of the midwestern farm states. 
Its often dramatic terrain, replete 
with unglaciated driftless areas, bor-
ders not just the Mississippi River but 
two great inland seas whose opposite 
shores are so far away they cannot be 
glimpsed standing at water’s edge. 
The world across the waves looks dis-
tant to nonexistent, and the oceanic 
lakes stretch and disappear into haze 
and sky, though one can take a ferry 
out of a town called Manitowoc and 
in four hours get to Michigan. Amid 
this somewhat lonely serenity, there 
are the mythic shipwrecks, blizzards, 
tornadoes, vagaries of agricultural 
life, industrial boom and bust, and a 
burgeoning prison economy; all have 
contributed to a local temperament of 
cheerful stoicism.

Nonetheless, a feeling of overlooked-
ness and isolation can be said to persist 
in America’s dairyland, and the idea that 
no one is watching can create a sense of 
invisibility that leads to the secrets and 
labors that the unseen are prone to: de-
viance and corruption as well as utopian 
projects, untested ideal ism, daydream-
ing, provincial grandiosity, meekness, 
flight, far- fetched yard decor, and sext-
ing. Al Capone famously hid out in 
Wisconsin, even as Robert La Follette’s 
Progressive Party was getting under-
way. Arguably, Wisconsin can boast the 
three greatest  American creative ge-
niuses of the twentieth century: Frank 
Lloyd Wright, Orson Welles, and Geor-
gia O’Keeffe, though all three quickly 
left, first for Chicago, then for warmer 
climes. (The state tourism board’s cam-
paign “Escape to Wisconsin” has often 
been tampered with by bumper sticker 
vandals who eliminate the preposition.)

More recently, Wisconsin is start-
ing to become known less for its 
ever- struggling left- wing politics or 
artistic figures—Thornton Wilder, 
Laura Ingalls Wilder—than for its ever- 
wilder murderers. The famous late- 
nineteenth- century “Wisconsin Death 
Trip,” by which madness and mayhem 
established the legend that the place 
was a frigid frontier where inexplicably 
gruesome things occurred—perhaps 
due to mind- wrecking weather—has 
in recent decades seemingly spawned 
a cast of killers that includes Ed Gein 
(the inspiration for Psycho), the serial 
murderer and cannibal Jeffrey Dah-
mer, and the two Waukesha girls who 
in 2014 stabbed a friend of theirs to 
honor their idol, the Internet anima-
tion Slender Man.

The new documentary Making a 
Murderer, directed and written by 
Laura Ricciardi and Moira Demos, 
former film students from New York, 
is about the case of a Wisconsin man 
who served eighteen years in prison for 
sexual assault, after which he was ex-
onerated with DNA evidence. He then 
became a poster boy for the Innocence 
Project, had his picture taken with the 
governor, had a justice commission 
begun in his name—only to be booked 
again, this time for murder. 

Ricciardi and Demos’s rendition of 
his story will not help rehabilitate Wis-

consin’s reputation for the weird. But 
it will make heroes of two impressive 
defense attorneys as well as the film-
makers themselves. A long- form docu-
mentary in ten parts, aired on Netflix, 
the ambitious series looks at social 
class, community consensus and con-
formity, the limits of trials by jury, and 
the agonizing stupidities of a legal sys-
tem descending on more or less unde-
fended individuals (the poor). The film 
is immersive and vérité—that is, it ap-
pears to unspool somewhat in real and 
spontaneous time, taking the viewer 
with the camera in unplanned fashion, 
discovering things as the filmmakers 
discover them (an illusion, of course, 
that editing did not muck up). It is riv-
eting and dogged work.

The film centers on the Avery fam-
ily of Manitowoc County, home to 
the aforementioned ferry to Michi-
gan. Even though the lake current has 
eroded some of the beach, causing the 
sand to migrate clockwise to the Michi-
gan dunes, and the eastern Wisconsin 
lakeshore has begun to fill forlornly 
with weeds, it is still a picturesque sec-
tion of the state. The local denizens, 
whether lawyers or farmers, speak with 
the flat a’s, throatily hooted o’s, and 
incorrect past participles (“had went”) 
of the region. There is a bit of Norway 
and Canada in the accent, which is es-
pecially strong in Wisconsin’s rural 
areas and only sometimes changes with 
education.

The Avery family are the proprietors 
of Avery’s Auto Salvage, and their prop-
erty—a junkyard—on the eponymous 

Avery Road is vast and filled with over 
a thousand wrecked automobiles. It is 
a business not unlike farming in that 
in winter everything is buried in snow 
and unharvestable. The grandparents, 
two children, and some grandchildren 
live—or used to—on an abutting com-
pound that consists of a small house, a 
trailer, a garage, a car crusher, a barn, a 
vegetable garden, and a fire pit.

In 1985 Steven Avery, the twenty- 
three- year- old son of Dolores and 
Allan Avery, was arrested and con-
victed of a sexual assault he did not 
commit. There was no forensic tech-
nology for DNA testing in 1985, and he 
had the misfortune to look much like 
the actual rapist—blond and young—
and the traumatized victim, influenced 
by the county investigators who had 
the whole Avery family on their radar, 
identified him in a line- up as her at-
tacker. Despite having sixteen alibi wit-
nesses, he was found guilty. The actual 
rapist was allowed to roam free. 

After the Wisconsin Innocence Proj-
ect took on his case, Avery was finally 
exonerated in 2003. DNA tests showed 
he was not guilty and that the real at-
tacker was now serving time for an-
other rape. Avery then hired lawyers 
and sued Manitowoc County and the 
state of Wisconsin for wrongful im-
prisonment and for denying his 1995 
appeal (a time during which DNA evi-
dence might have set him free), which 
the state had mishandled, causing him 
to serve eight more years. 

Days after Avery’s release, Mani-
towoc law enforcement was feeling 
vulnerable about the 1995 appeal and 
writing memos, re documenting the 

case from eight years earlier. The civil 
suit was making headway, and only the 
settlement amount remained to be de-
termined; it was going to be large and 
would come out of Manitowoc Coun-
ty’s own budget, since the insurance 
company had denied the county cover-
age on the claim. 

Then, in November 2005, just as cru-
cial depositions were both scheduled 
and proceeding and Avery stood to re-
ceive his money, he was suddenly and 
sensationally arrested for the murder 
of a freelance photographer named Te-
resa Halbach, who had come to Avery’s 
Auto Salvage on Halloween to photo-
graph a truck for an auto magazine, 
and whose SUV had been found on the 
Avery property, as eventually were her 
scattered and charred remains. Avery 
had two quasi alibis—his fiancée, to 
whom he’d spoken at length on the 
phone the afternoon of Halbach’s dis-
appearance, and his sixteen-year-old 
nephew, Brendan Dassey, who had just 
come home from school.

No one but Steven Avery ever came 
under suspicion, and county investiga-
tors circled in strategically. After get-
ting nowhere with the fiancée, they 
focused on the nephew, who was gen-
tle, learning- disabled, and in the tenth 
grade; they illegally interrogated him 
and suggested he was an accomplice. 
They took a defense witness and turned 
him into one for the prosecution.

Brendan was then charged with the 
same crimes as Avery: kidnapping, ho-
micide, mutilation of a corpse. Prodded 
and bewildered, Brendan had made up 
a gruesome story about stabbing Hal-
bach and slitting her throat in Avery’s 
trailer (the victim’s blood and DNA 
were never found on the premises), a fic-
tional scenario that came, he later said, 
from the James Patterson novel Kiss 
the Girls. When asked why he’d said 
the things he said, he told his mother it 
was how he always got through school, 
by guessing what adults wanted him 
to say, then saying it. In an especially 
heartbreaking moment during the vid-
eotaped interrogation included in the 
documentary, and after he has given 
his questioners the brutal murder tale 
they themselves have prompted and 
helped tell, Brendan asks them how 
much longer this is going to take, since 
he has “a project due sixth hour.”

It is a crazy story. And the film’s 
double- edged title pays tribute to its 
ambiguity. Either Steven Avery was 
framed in a vendetta by Manitowoc 
County or the years of angry prison 
time turned him into the killer he had 
not been before. But the title aside, the 
documentary is pretty unambiguous in 
its siding with Avery and his appealing 
defense team, Jerry Buting and Dean 
Strang, who are hired with his settle-
ment money as well as money his par-
ents, Dolores and Allan, put up from 
the family business.

One cannot watch this film without 
thinking of the adage that law is to 
justice what medicine is to immortal-
ity. The path of each is a little crooked 
and always winds up wide of the mark. 
Moreover, nothing is as vain and self- 
regarding as the law. In Wisconsin pris-
oners will not get their parole unless 

Steven Avery after his arrest in 1985 for a crime he did not commit,  

and for which he spent eighteen years in prison; from Making a Murderer
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they sign formal admissions of guilt 
and regret. (This kept Steven Avery 
from his own release when he was 
younger; he clung to his innocence.) 
These exacting corrections procedures 
are almost religious and certainly Or-
wellian in their desire to purge the last 
contrarian part from the human spirit. 
Any contempt for the law—even by a 
lawyer in court—will not go unpun-
ished. And if one has the further temer-
ity to use the law against itself—filing 
a lawsuit against law enforcement, for 
instance—one should be fearful. Espe-
cially in Manitowoc. Or so say many of 
the locals in front of Demos’s camera.

As portrayed in Making a Murderer, 
however, the law is not so vain that it 
doesn’t point out the low IQs of the 
defendants (an IQ test, it could be as-
serted, largely measures the desire for 
a high IQ) while omitting the fact that 
in Wisconsin most lawyers are practic-
ing law without ever having taken a bar 
exam. (If someone has attended law 
school in the state, the bar exam is not 
required to practice there—a peculiar-
ity of Wisconsin.)

If the film does not do a good job in 
positing an alternative theory of the 
murder—surely it does not believe 
the sheriff’s department killed Teresa 
Halbach, or does it?—this is because 
the filmmakers are busy following 
the charismatic Buting and Strang 
in their courtroom defense and pre- 
trial investigation. These are men of 
the finest skepticism. In their skilled 
and righteous run at the state they 
also seem the only ones in the film in 
possession of cool, deep, permanent 
mental health, and thus these ordinary- 
looking men suddenly resemble movie 
stars. A Twitter love- fest has sprung up 
around them, beginning soon after the 
documentary first aired, and their faces 
have been posted online accompanied 
by girlish hearts and declarations of 
love.

But handsome is as handsome does, 
and Buting and Strang are not allowed 
to suggest that others might have com-
mitted the crime—due to a Wiscon-
sin law involving third- party liability. 
And thus everyone’s hands are tied. 
The trial must proceed as one that is 
about police corruption and reason-
able doubt. Nonetheless we see any 
number of suspicious civilians with odd 
affects who may or may not have had 
the means, motive, and opportunity for 
murder.

Halbach’s killing is largely presented 
as a motiveless crime, though her 
brother, her ex- boyfriend, and a couple 
of Avery family members are seen on 
camera with odd expressions and be-
wildering utterances. (“Odd Affect” 
could be the film’s subtitle and would 
certainly describe the demeanor of 
many of the court- appointed attorneys 
as well.) Halbach’s roommate did not 
report her missing for almost four days. 
Her former boyfriend is never asked for 
an alibi, and can’t remember precisely 
when he last saw her. Was it morning 
or afternoon? He can’t recall. Nonethe-
less he was put in charge of the search 
party that was combing the area near 
the Avery property in the days after she 
was finally reported missing.

So who did this? Possibly Steven 
Avery. But it looks like a crime that can 
never be properly solved. The story Av-
ery’s defense team tells of law enforce-
ment planting evidence is completely 

convincing, and such conduct is hardly 
unprecedented in tales of true crime. 
The Averys were not allowed on their 
own property for eight days while po-
lice roamed and rooted around, after 
which the scattered cremains, Avery’s 
blood in the victim’s car, and the vic-
tim’s spare car key were all “discov-
ered.” Blood taken from Avery in 1995 
was also found to have been tampered 
with in police storage. 

But showing that there was police- 
planted evidence does not solve the 
crime; it only underscores its Not 
Proven status for purposes of a court-
room defense. And so the filmmakers’ 
story—if it is a crime story, a human 
story—is missing parts. One may be 
struck by the complete absence 
of drugs and drug business in a 
neck of the woods where such 
activities often feature promi-
nently. The victim’s personal 
life is almost completely miss-
ing and so she seems a tragic 
cipher.

And although she and her 
scarcely seen boyfriend are bro-
ken up, he still figures out how 
to hack into her cell phone ac-
count and attempts with anx-
ious nonchalance to explain on 
camera and on the stand how he 
did so, though it seems to have 
been done with some extremely 
lucky guessing involving her sis-
ters’ birth dates. Messages are 
found deleted. This seems more 
damning than the three calls 
Avery himself made to Hal-
bach, returning a call from her 
the day she disappeared. The 
fact of Avery’s calls to Halbach 
was left out of the film (though 
it was offered as evidence in 
the trial), as if the filmmakers 
themselves were unreasonably, 
narratively afraid of it.

Early on, because of Avery’s civil 
suit, Manitowoc investigators were or-
dered by the state to allow neighbor-
ing Calumet County to do the primary 
investigation into the murder: conflict 
of interest, due to the wrongful impris-
onment civil suit, was recognized from 
the start. But this was not enforced and 
Manitowoc sheriffs did not stay away, 
and the opportunities for evidence- 
planting were myriad. The prosecutor 
and even the judges are seen to proceed 
with bias, professional self- interest, vis-
ible boredom, and lack of curiosity. At 
one point the special prosecutor is seen 
in the courtroom staring off into the 
middle distance, playing with a rubber 
band.

The story one does see clearly here 
is really a story of small- town malice. 
The label “white trash,” not only dehu-
manizing but classist and racist—the 
term presumes trash is not ordinarily 
white—is never heard in this documen-
tary. Perhaps the phrase is too south-
ern in its origins. But it is everywhere 
implied. The Averys are referred to re-
peatedly by others in their community 
as “those people” and those “kind of 
people.” “You did not choose your par-
ents,” says an interrogator, trying to ply 
answers out of sixteen- year- old Bren-
dan, though his parents are irrelevant 
to the examination and are not being 
criminally accused of anything. 

Yet the entire family is socially ac-
cused: outsiders, troublemakers, feisty, 
and a little dim. What one hears amid 
the chorus of accusers is the malice of 
the village. Village malice toward its 

own fringes has been dramatized pow-
erfully in literary and film narrative—
from Shirley Jackson’s “The Lottery” 
to Arthur Miller’s The Crucible to the 
Michael Haneke film The White Rib-
bon to Suzanne Collins’s The Hunger 
Games. Trimming the raggedy edges 
is how a village stays a village, how it 
remains itself. Contemporary shun-
ning and cleansing may take new and 
different forms but they always retain 
the same heartlessness, the unacknowl-
edged violence, the vaguely genocidal 
thinking. An investigator ostensibly on 
Brendan’s defense team speaks openly 
of his distaste for the Avery family tree 
and says, “Someone said to me we need 
to end the gene pool here.” 

The German word Mitläufer comes 
to mind: going along to get along, in a 
manner that does not avoid misdeeds—
one of the many banalities of evil. Cer-
tainly one feels that frightened herd 
mentality among the Manitowoc law 
enforcement as well as members of the 
jury, the majority of whom were initially 
reasonably doubtful but who, swayed by 
a persuasive minority, soon unified to a 
unanimous vote of guilty. Even the jury 
in Brendan’s trial did not question the 
nature of the defendant’s several and 
contradictory confessions, such was 
their prejudice against the boy.

It may or may not be useful to recall 
that early German settlers of Wiscon-
sin, escaping the nineteenth- century 
military autocracy in Europe, once 
believed that the American Civil 
War would break up the Union, pro-
ducing some independent states that 
could then come under German rule. 
These ordinary German citizens did 
not get their own state, of course, and 
in fact had to share it with Scandina-
vians, Poles, and even Bulgarian and 
Cornish miners, but certain stereo-
typical German burgher traits—from 
rule- boundedness to tidiness to anti- 
Semitism—are sometimes said to have 
persisted in Wisconsin life. (A shock-
ing number of Nazi sympathizers once 
resided in Milwaukee.) A reputation 
for niceness may obscure rather than 
express the midwestern character. 

When watching two New Yorkers 
construct a film about the sketchy Wis-

consin legal system one may overreach 
for cultural memes. (Cogent thesis- 
making is not this film’s strong point, 
or its mission, and so a viewer is likely 
to veer off independently. Thus the In-
ternet and media are full of armchair 
sleuths and amateur psychologists in 
the growing discussion of the film.) 
But conformity and silence on the job 
are elements in this tale, and they are 
timely subjects. Businesswoman and 
amateur social scientist Margaret Hef-
fernan has recently been publicizing 
the results of her workplace survey of 
“willful blindness.” According to Hef-
fernan, 85 percent of people know there 
is something wrong at work but will 
not come forward to report or discuss 

it. When she consulted with 
Germans they said, “Oh, yes. 
This is the German disease.” 
But when she consulted with 
the Swiss she was told, “This is 
a uniquely Swiss problem.” In 
the UK: “The British are really 
bad at this.” And so on. Will-
ful blindness is everywhere, 
though touched on only glanc-
ingly in the film.

And so it comes as something 
of a surprise that what the doc-
umentary does linger over most 
single- mindedly—either delib-
erately or unconsciously—is the 
theme of mother love (perhaps 
not unrelated to willful blind-
ness on the job). It is not just 
Brendan’s mother Barb who is 
her son’s impressively fierce de-
fender. Barb is described by her 
son’s lawyer as a bulldog, and 
clearly the lawyer is afraid of 
her. In her close protectiveness 
toward Brendan she quickly 
understands that he is ill- served 
by the court- appointed defense. 

But the filmmakers’ story is 
also of Steven Avery’s aging 

and devoted mother Dolores, who 
packs up boxes of photocopied let-
ters and transcripts and sends them 
everywhere—from Sixty Minutes to 
20 /20—hoping to get some journal-
ists interested in her son’s case. The 
effect of the media is a fraught one in 
this film—local TV news influenced 
many of the jurors, and the prosecution 
often used the press to communicate 
in unethical ways. Making a Murderer 
has invited parallels to the podcast Se-
rial, which has recently, and intrusively, 
played a role in getting a convicted 
murderer a new hearing, though the ev-
idence in that case was much more sub-
stantial: a crime of passion by a jealous 
and brokenhearted boy. The Teresa 
Halbach case is more mystifying.

Meanwhile, short and lame and 
chewing on her lips, Dolores Avery vis-
its her son in three different prisons in 
Wisconsin and one in Tennessee. She 
speaks to him on the phone regularly 
and optimistically. In her fruit- printed 
housedresses and floral shirts she faces 
the camera and conducts calm tirades 
against the legal system that has taken 
her son away. The filmmakers give her 
more screen time than anyone would 
ordinarily expect—and she and her 
husband close the documentary with a 
sense of domestic resilience. Their son 
and grandson are in prison for murder. 
Their business has gone under. Yet 
they will continue. Arm in arm! A veg-
etable garden of kohlrabis! A smile of 
faith and hope! The film is in the grip 
of its own sentimental awe. But there 
are worse things in the world.  
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Prophet and Outcast Bush
Joseph Lelyveld

Destiny and Power:
The American Odyssey of  
George Herbert Walker Bush
by Jon Meacham. 
Random House, 836 pp., $35.00

In his active years as a politician, the 
forty- first president was pleased to be 
known as plain George Bush. Now 
we’re re introduced to him as George 
Herbert Walker Bush, often shortened 
to George H.W. Bush. The starchier 
monikers serve not only to distinguish 
the father from his eldest son. They fur-
nish a pedestal on which to place this 
monument to him as a figure in history. 

If the son variously known as George 
W. and Bush 43 had remained in Dal-
las as managing partner of the Texas 
Rangers baseball franchise, his father’s 
one- term presidency might have re-
ceded even further in our memories. 
Jon Meacham then might not have 
been inspired to pack a fluffy word like 
“destiny” into the title of this affection-
ate, sometimes gushy treatment of the 
first President Bush. In the case of the 
Bushes, “destiny” points to dynasty. As 
we’ve seen, it can be star- crossed.

George W. plunged into politics, 
declaring for governor of Texas the 
same year George the first retreated 
to Houston. Eventually sheer com-
parison would make his father an ob-
ject of  nostalgia and regard. But by the 
political world’s usual measurements, 
George W. proved the more disciplined 
and successful politician, twice winning 
statewide office where the elder Bush 
had twice struck out, then being re- 
elected president, serving eight years, 
compared to his father’s four (though 
his victory in 2000 was shadowed by his 
failure to get a plurality of the vote, ex-
cept on the Supreme Court).

By his own performance in office, the 
son highlighted the more cautious, pru-
dential side of his father’s leadership. 
There’s the Oedipal rub. The second 
Bush’s swaggering quest for weapons of 
mass destruction and al- Qaeda in Iraq, 
with all that ensued, eventually left our 
most recent Republican president a 
virtual outcast in his party—so dimin-
ished a figure that he wasn’t welcome 
at the 2008 Republican convention (ex-
cept in a televised message, on the edge 
of prime time). 

More recently, the promise of yet 
another Bush, a prospective Bush 45, 
quickly flashed and then even more 
quickly dimmed. The latest chip off 
the old dynasty—George W.’s younger 
brother Jeb (sometimes spelled Jeb!)—
hasn’t been able to keep up with the 
dark currents churning the party he 
seeks to calm and lead. There’s a spi-
ral here. The way George W. made the 
progenitor look good, Jeb’s campaign 
misfortunes have reminded some Re-
publicans that for all his failings in of-
fice, George W. was a winner. 

In the tenth presidential cycle since 
Meacham’s subject bent his knee and 
promised full fealty to Ronald Reagan, 
signing on as the running mate of his 
erstwhile rival, there are still legions 
of self- declared Reagan Republicans 
among potential delegates and office- 
holders. Leftover Bush Republicans 
would appear to be mostly people 
named Bush. Faded shibboleths like 

“a kinder, gentler nation,” “a thousand 
points of light,” “new world order,” 
or Bush 43’s “compassionate conser-
vatism” aren’t stitched into anyone’s 
banners, even their own. That’s their 
“American Odyssey.”

The chief virtue of this latest biogra-
phy of the first President Bush is that 
it charts his usually astute, steady 
navigation through a period of remark-
able turbulence and lurking dangers. 
The Berlin Wall was breached in his 
first year in office and the Soviet bloc 

started to break up. China’s stabil-
ity and future course were called into 
question by the military suppression 
of the Tiananmen demonstrations. 
Then it was the Soviet Union itself 
that came apart, a slew of its suppos-
edly autonomous states becoming truly 
autonomous; independent, in fact. It 
was George Bush, not Ronald Rea-
gan, who had to surf these waves, who 
took the call from Mikhail Gorbachev 
on Christmas Day 1991 declaring the 
Communist state—and with it the cold 
war—to be over, finished. Reagan had 
been out of office for three years at that 
point. Americans of a rightist inclina-
tion gave him the credit. The following 
year, when Bush faced re election, all 
this was old news. The president didn’t 
know how to make a case for the part 
he had played. His early support for 
German reunification might win him 
a few lines in future histories. It wasn’t 
going to win him many votes. 

On the campaign trail, Bush the 
elder always had a problem of self- 
definition. A New Englander born and 
bred into privilege, he became a Texan 
oilman. Son of a moderate Republican 
senator from Connecticut—his father, 
Prescott Bush, distinguished himself 
by condemning Joe McCarthy’s red- 
baiting—he entered Texas politics as a 
Goldwater Republican. Conservative 
Republicans sometimes gave him the 
benefit of the doubt but never quite be-
lieved he was speaking from the heart.

His sense of duty, rather than any 
set of political beliefs, was what moved 
him; that, Meacham argues, and an 

unremitting ambition, partly veiled by 
a polite demeanor that only now and 
then turned openly assertive (as in his 
boast after his 1984 debate with Geral-
dine Ferraro that he’d tried “to kick a 
little ass”).

At eighteen, in 1942, he’d rushed from 
prep school to the navy, flying fifty- eight 
combat missions off carriers in the Pa-
cific, delivering bombs to his target on 
the very first, only to be shot down in 
September 1944. He managed to para-
chute out of the burning plane, landing 
in the Pacific off an island called Chichi-
Jima; his two crewmen didn’t, which 

rendered the memory painful ever after.
Yale was the inevitable first stop after 

the war but then, instead of following 
his father and maternal grandfather to 
Wall Street, he veered south and west 
to Midland, Texas. Years later, when 
he plunged into politics, he still had to 
overcompensate for his Yankee heri-
tage. One way to do this was to oppose 
the 1964 Civil Rights Act. Everyone 
seemed to understand, then and later, 
that such gestures to the right were 
prompted by the politics of his time and 
place, not deep conviction. What he fa-
mously called “the vision thing” was 
a blind spot from the start. Meacham 
writes of “his inability to project great 
conviction.” He was at once decent and 
malleable; or, in a view this biographer 
ascribes to Richard Nixon, “both re-
spectable and manageable.”

Three times he was considered a 
plausible vice-presidential candidate 
(by Nixon in 1968 and 1973, by Ford in 
1974) before Ronald Reagan overcame 
his aversion to the idea, aggravated by 
his doubts about the man, and settled 
on him at the last possible moment at 
the 1980 Republican convention. So it 
wasn’t “destiny” that got him where he 
early on meant to go. It was Reagan’s 
need for a supposedly “moderate” run-
ning mate with experience in foreign 
affairs who could compensate for his 
own perceived deficits with undecided 
independent voters. 

Between 1971 (following his second 
failed run at a Senate seat) and 1976 

(when Jimmy Carter ejected Gerald 
Ford from the White House), Bush had 
bounced among a series of relatively 
brief appointive assignments, adding to 
his résumé but obscuring his political 
allegiances: ambassador to the United 
Nations, head of the first American 
diplomatic mission to Beijing, direc-
tor of central intelligence for barely a 
year. Along the way, he’d accomplished 
the thankless task, as chairman of the 
Republican National Committee, of 
standing up for Richard Nixon during 
the Watergate scandal, almost but not 
quite all the way to the end. He did so, 
it was felt, without disgracing himself. 
That showed party loyalty, not ideolog-
ical commitment. He offended Reagan 
in their 1980 contest for the nomination 
by calling attention to his rival’s age—
underscoring his own fitness by hewing 
to a strenuous jogging schedule—and 
by scoffing at the “voodoo economics” 
Reagan peddled. 

In his late- night phone call to Bush 
about the second spot on the ticket, 
Reagan still needed to be convinced. 
He asked whether Bush had any reser-
vations about the Republican platform. 
Bush knew this was a loaded question 
touching on its “pro- life” planks. He’d 
supported Planned Parenthood (as had 
his father) and once, as a congressman, 
called for the creation of a federal de-
partment that would encourage family 
planning. In an instant, the call from 
the head of the ticket inspired a secu-
lar epiphany, a moment of conversion: 
Bush looked into himself and found no 
reservations worth mentioning. From 
then on, set on a path that could lead 
to the White House, he’d be loyally and 
faithfully pro- life. 

Meacham lays out such moments 
when this genteel, plausible opportun-
ist found it expedient to change course, 
without delving into the actual issues at 
stake. Compared to Reagan, he tells us, 
Bush was a “moderate” on abortion, 
whatever that means. “He saw politics 
more in terms of consensus than of ide-
ology,” Meacham explains. 

One ran for office—and did what 
partisanship required to win elec-
tions—in order to amass power to 
serve the larger good. For Bush, 
the work of government was less 
about radical reform than it was 
about careful stewardship.

When his subject reins in his convic-
tions for the sake of a political gain, the 
biographer finds a rationalization. Op-
position to the Civil Rights Act didn’t 
come easily to him, we’re assured: Bush 
“struggled to reconcile the impulses of 
a good heart with the demands of the 
politics of 1964.” The politics of 1964—
in particular, the politics of white Texas 
voters then—won out. “Did I go too far 
right?” the former president asks in one 
of his conversations with Meacham. 
“Maybe,” he concedes. 

Author and subject obviously iden-
tify with each other as likable men, 
recognize one another’s charm. They 
had countless interviews—at least 
Meacham doesn’t count them—over 
five or so years. Each in his own 
way is generous: Bush in giving the 
writer seemingly complete access 

George H.W. Bush shown on a television screen during his 1988 presidential campaign
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to  documents, family, and friends; 
Meacham in his judgments, his pa-
tently sincere eagerness to portray the 
former president in the best light, as 
Bush would have liked to see himself 
and still yearned to be seen as he closed 
in on his tenth decade, fearful that he 
was becoming, as Meacham put it, “a 
forgotten figure,” in Bush’s own words, 
an “asterisk.”

So we find Bush characterized in 
these pages as not just “a decent and 
caring man” but “a uniquely good man 
in a political universe where good men 
were hard to come by.” We read not 
only of his “kindness and grace” but 
his “quiet but persistent charisma, an 
ability to make others love him with-
out, perhaps, their knowing quite why.” 
There the author seems to be testifying 
for himself. Not infrequently his autho-
rial distance from his subject shrinks to 
the vanishing point.

On the rare occasions he finds it nec-
essary to render a severe judgment, 
Meacham can be counted on to cloak it 
in priestly forgiveness. During the pub-
lic airing of the Iran- contra scandal at 
the end of the Reagan years, Bush reg-
ularly maintained that he’d been “not 
in the loop” and, in any case, that the 
secret deal with Tehran had nothing to 
do with exchanging arms for hostages. 
That was a double fib: Bush knew the 
details of the deal and supported the 
various transactions that came with it. 
Meacham has to acknowledge as much 
but then can’t resist speaking up for 
this “uniquely good man,” his subject. 
Those fibs were “unworthy of his essen-
tial character,” we’re told. 

On occasion, rather than judging, he 
quotes others. Roger Ailes, now the pre-
siding mastermind behind Rupert Mur-
doch’s Fox News, worked closely as a 
political consultant with the president’s 
chosen hatchet man, Lee Atwater. 
When Bush concluded that respon-
sible stewardship entailed breaking the 
seemingly inviolate pledge (“Read my 
lips: no new taxes”) that Peggy Noonan 
fought to keep in his 1988 speech ac-
cepting the Republican nomination 
for president, Ailes gave him a dose 
of straight talk. “You’re not known for 
much, but you are known for character. 
Don’t do it—don’t break your word.”

The consultant wasn’t putting down 
the president, just giving him an accu-
rate snapshot of the way the country 
and party saw him as revealed in polls 
and focus groups. Looking back on that 
episode, Bush is torn between feeling 
he did right by the country in striking 
a bipartisan revenue deal and think-
ing he should have listened to handlers 
he’d hired for their skill and ruthless-
ness in the rougher political arts while 
he complained in his diary about the 
“nastiness” and “ugliness” of politics 
on the right. That’s characteristic. He’s 
often torn in this way. His impulse to 
serve what he deems to be the greater 
good struggles with his determination 
to escape defeat. When he loses, he 
first blames himself, then the country, 
in rambling stream- of- consciousness 
diary notes dictated in an idiosyncratic, 
staccato mode. Meacham, who plans to 
edit these presidential meditations for 
publication as a book, quotes them co-
piously, then often paraphrases them, 
as if they require translation. 

A prologue he titles “The Last Gen-
tleman” opens with the most arresting, 
perhaps revealing of these recorded en-

tries, mostly dictated in a keyed- up fit 
of past- midnight sleeplessness, hours 
after he had to concede to Bill Clinton 
in 1992: “I don’t like to see the pollsters 
right at the end. I don’t like to see the 
pundits right, I don’t like to see all of 
those who have written me off right.” 
They said he was out of touch and 
maybe he was, he now tells himself. 
The winner, he recognizes, hails from 
“a generation more in touch, a back-
ground more in touch.”

What he offered, the rejected presi-
dent soliloquizes, was a lifetime’s de-
votion to “honor, duty, and country” 
and now, he declares in the depths of 
his mourning and self- pity, that’s “just 
passé.” His defeat shows he’s “a little 
out of date” because his values are. 
“I’ve always assumed that was just part 
of what Americans are made of [mean-

ing devotion to honor, duty, country]—
quite clearly it’s not.” Earlier George 
W. and Jeb had tried to extend filial 
comfort, telling him he had much in 
which to take pride. 

“Yes, their father was President and 
all of that, but a failed President,” an 
unconsoled Bush says before click-
ing his recorder off. His friendly bi-
ographer can’t let his bitter judgment 
stand. If he had, this would have been 
a shorter book. So he intervenes, tak-
ing up his narrative where the Bush 
sons left off. “His was one of the great 
American lives,” the long encomium 
begins. 

There are times when Meacham’s 
book might have gone longer and 
deeper; for instance, on Bush’s two 
appointments to the Supreme Court, 
David Souter and Clarence Thomas. 
Souter gets three paragraphs and no 
assessment of his jurisprudence. Bush 
initially wanted to avoid “an Earl War-
ren type of discovery,” meaning an ap-
pointment that would rile his party’s 
right wing; he ends up feeling Souter 
had been “a huge mistake” because he 
usually voted with the liberal minor-
ity on issues that came to the court. 
Bush, ducking a confirmation battle, 
had passed over “an avowedly pro- life 
judge” to make the appointment. 

Thomas has now been on the court 
for nearly a quarter of a century. Bush 
admits to painful second thoughts on 
Souter, none on Thomas. He has never 
wavered in his support for his appoin-
tee. The former president displays 
slight interest in the substantive side 

of the court’s work, only in how his ap-
pointments played out politically for 
himself. It’s not easy to say who’s more 
superficial, subject or biographer, in 
discussing the judicial consequences of 
the first George Bush.

The biographer gets more mileage out 
of the selection of Dan Quayle for vice- 
president in 1988. Here he shows that 
Bush soon came to regret his choice. 
“It was my big decision, and I blew it,” 
he told his diary early on, “but I’m not 
about to say that I blew it.” Later the 
president couldn’t resist the suspicion 
that Quayle was playing up to the most 
conservative wing of the party, often to 
Bush’s disadvantage, showing him little 
of the loyalty he himself had been care-
ful to show Reagan. A passage from 
the presidential diary all but says that 
Quayle was retained on the ticket in 

1992 only because Bush couldn’t figure 
out a hazard- free way to get him off. 
“The bottom line on Quayle,” he said, 
“is, if he is dumped, I’m attacked [for] 
not keeping my word, ‘Read My Lips’; 
no loyalty, looking after myself, and not 
the other guy.” Quayle and Thomas: 
those two names need to be mentioned 
in any assessment of the uneven first 
Bush presidency.

In view of subsequent developments, 
it’s striking to come upon the advice 
his eldest son urged on him at this junc-
ture. George W. recommended that 
Quayle be replaced on the ticket in 
1992 by Dick Cheney. Eight years later, 
when he fatefully thought of Cheney 
as a possible vice- president, we thus 
learn, it wasn’t for the first time. In the 
book’s most surprising passage, the se-
nior Bush allows himself to complain 
openly and on the record about the 
unprecedented ramrod role Vice Presi-
dent Cheney then fashioned for himself 
after the September 11 attacks. 

Once his son goes back to Dallas, 
the father finally allows himself to ex-
press a view he’d been holding back, it 
seems, for years. “The big mistake that 
was made was letting Cheney bring in 
kind of his own State Department,” 
Bush 41 said, blaming Bush 43. “It’s 
not Cheney’s fault, it’s the president’s 
fault.” Cheney himself was “just iron-
ass . . . knuckling under to the real hard- 
charging guys who want to fight about 
everything, use force to get our way in 
the Middle East.”

Bush himself, a certified war hero, 
was not one of those hard- charging 

guys. That’s his claim in Meacham’s 
eyes to being a figure in history. Only 
four months into his presidency, over 
initial resistance from the Joint Chiefs, 
he pushed forward a proposal for mu-
tual reductions in conventional forces 
in Europe by the United States and 
Soviet Union, and for a halt to any up-
grading of short- range nuclear weap-
ons as well. The aim was to test Mikhail 
Gorbachev’s promises of reform in the 
Soviet bloc. French President François 
Mitterrand commented that the Amer-
ican president had “displayed imagina-
tion—indeed, intellectual audacity of 
the rarest kind.” 

In that season of upheaval, he pri-
vately urged his advisers, “Let’s think 
big, let’s think in big broad terms, 
and not in the old Cold War rhetoric 
terms—keep our eyes open, be sure, 
but think big.” At least that’s what he 
told his diary. His constant instinct was 
to resist posturing in public while prob-
ing privately for opportunities. The 
use of the People’s Liberation Army 
to suppress student protests in Tienan-
men Square provoked calls for sanc-
tions, even an embargo. The president 
reacted by writing a four- page personal 
letter to Deng Xiaoping. “I have tried 
very hard,” it said, “not to appear to 
be dictating in any way to China about 
how it should manage its internal cri-
sis.” Taking a longer view, he sent Brent 
Scowcroft, his national security adviser, 
to Beijing, to see what could be done 
about sustaining the relationship. “Just 
let it wait for a while—hold the line,” he 
advised himself in a diary entry. 

On much the same note, Bush told 
Gorbachev, “I have conducted myself in 
ways not to complicate your life. That’s 
why I have not jumped up and down 
on the Berlin Wall.” Standing side by 
side with the Soviet leader at the end 
of a summit on Malta, he spoke of “a 
brand- new era of US- Soviet relations” 
that could end the division of Europe 
and the military confrontation there. 
He hoped to reach those large goals in 
partnership with the Soviet leader. He 
worried that Gorbachev might change 
course, didn’t imagine that he might 
fall. Meanwhile, he promised himself, 
he would “push, push, push on arms 
control, get something done.”

Domestic critics thought him insuf-
ficiently ambitious in the face of world- 
changing opportunities, called him 
timid. He was plenty ambitious but 
could imagine, as his critics mostly did 
not, how things could go desperately 
wrong. If he’d urged Eastern Europe 
to the barricades, he wrote in his diary, 
“You would’ve had chaos, and the dan-
ger of military action, bloodshed, just 
to make a few critics feel good—crazy.”

Bush could explain his hopes and 
fears to his diary. He was frequently 
hard to follow or tongue- tied when he 
needed to explain them to the coun-
try. It wasn’t his deft diplomacy with 
Gorbachev that won him acclaim as a 
leader in international affairs. It was 
his response to Saddam Hussein’s inva-
sion of Kuwait in the summer of 1990. 
Authorization for the use of force was 
passed by narrow margins, only four 
votes in the Senate where Democrats 
argued that sanctions could force Iraq 
to back down. (“A nasty little  country 
invaded a littler, but just as nasty, coun-
try,” Senator Daniel Patrick Moyni-
han said during the debate, putting 
the issue in what he thought to be its 
proper perspective.) In less than a 
week after coalition ground troops en-

George H.W. Bush & Mikhail Gorbachev
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Probably the first dance any-
one ever did was a tap dance. 
Beating the feet on the 
ground was elementary com-
munication; doing it in time 
was a pleasure. The tribal 
dances of sub- Saharan Af-
rica amazed Europeans with 
their rhythmic exactness 
as long ago as the eleventh 
century. The dancing was 
monitored by the beating of 
drums, a practice that sur-
vives in modern- day perfor-
mances in which dancer and 
drummer exchange signals 
and rhythms. In these purely 
percussive conversations the art has its 
most refined, most radical expression. I 
once watched Baby Laurence for nearly 
twenty minutes dance deeper and 
deeper into literally radical territory. 
Between the dancer and the drummer, 
the human root of jazz lay exposed. 

There is no one tap dance style. 
Idiom feeds on idiosyncrasy. In live 
tap dance performances the sonic ex-
perience is more various and discur-
sive and often more alluring than the 
optical one. This is the theme of Brian 
Sei bert’s What the Eye Hears, the first 
authoritative book on the subject since 
Marshall and Jean  Stearns published 
their classic study Jazz Dance: The 
Story of American Vernacular Dance 
in 1968. Sei bert is far less concerned 
with the legitimacy of the art than the 
Stearnses, far more disposed to inter-
rogate it. He doesn’t take up the story 
where they left off; he begins where 
they began, in Africa. It is a remark-
able story no matter how often it is told, 
and it is an American story.

American tap dance had another 
point of origin besides Africa. In the 
British Isles, wooden clogs could make 
gratifying noises. According to the oral 
history quoted by Sei bert, during the 
industrial revolution millworkers rat-
tled their feet to the beat of machinery 

“and were pleased by the sound. Dur-
ing breaks, they held competitions on 
the cobblestones, folding in jigs and 
morris dances.” The African drum 
dance began to merge with the horn-
pipe, the Irish jig, and the Lancashire 
clog on the way to America. 

The passage was through the lowest 
social strata; Irish POWs were deported 
by the British in the tens of thousands 
to the Caribbean or to Virginia, and 
on the slave ships, Sei bert writes, “on 
those cursed vessels, on those wooden 
decks, English and Irish ways of danc-
ing met African ones.” British slave 
 owners outnumbered other nation-
alities in the colonies, and inevita-
bly slaves and slave masters mingled, 
compared traditions, and shared steps. 
Though the question of who borrowed 
what from whom can still start argu-
ments, it doesn’t interest Sei bert as 
much as the way the borrowings were 
changed. But this, too, is impossible to 
trace with certainty when whites were 
imitating blacks who were imitating, 
or satirizing, whites. The white imita-
tions—of black music and dance, black 
behavior, black humor—coalesced in 
the blackface minstrel show. 

The institution of blackface min-
strelsy lasted more than a hundred 
years, with thousands of troupes play-

ing all over the country and touring 
abroad. Another level of ambiguity 
was added with black blackface min-
strelsy. Negro performers painted their 
faces blacker and added the full red 
lips and wool wigs of the standard min-
strel mask. And a mask may have been 
all it was. After seeing a performance 
by black minstrels in 1849, Frederick 
Doug lass wrote that they “had recourse 
to the burnt cork and lamp black, the 
better to express their characters, and 
to produce uniformity of complexion.” 

If minstrelsy was, as James Weldon 
Johnson declared, the “only completely 
original contribution America has 
made to the theater,” how much more 
original was black minstrelsy? Authen-
ticity was its great selling point, and the 
public, white as well as black, was eager 
to buy, because the black minstrels 
were not only the real thing but, it was 
generally agreed, much better than the 
whites. That aside, questions remain. 
Although Sei bert is not primarily a so-
cial historian, he is bound to consider 
the convolutions beneath the surface:

That the [white] imitators altered 
the dances can be presumed, but 
with what mix of mimicry and mock-
ery, distortion and invention? The 
questions are important, because 

it was through minstrelsy 
that the dances called jigs, 
juba, shuffles, and break-
downs became theater. It 
was through minstrelsy 
that they became tap.

The dance called “cake-
walk” was a step dance, not 
tap; its showoffy signature 
step—prancing with the legs 
kicking up and out—made it 
a perfect vehicle for social at-
titudinizing both satirical and 
straight by partygoers both 
black and white. Danced in 
groups traveling in a circle, 
it was a kind of American 
counterpart to the European 
polonaise—a picture of so-
ciety enjoying itself. Megan 
Pugh analyzes the cakewalk 
fantasy as she does all of the 
subjects of America Danc-
ing, in depth and detail. What 
she says about cakewalking 
typifies her own approach to 
dance history: “In the puffed-
up chest of the imagined 
dandy, the circular path of 

society on parade, layers of admiration 
and satire pile on top of one another like 
sediments from geological eras.” 

Pugh’s layers pile dance on top of 
literary, social, and cultural criticism. 
This works in some cases to illuminate 
a dance that is already concerned with 
things outside its own life, but it is less 
effectively used on self- referential cho-
reography created between the 1950s 
and 1980s, the most intensively her-
metic period in dance history. Pugh’s 
“outing” of Paul Taylor’s Esplanade 
(1975) is based on his presumed an-
tipathy to ballet, but her suggestion 
that Taylor is “picking a fight” with 
the opening sequence of George Bal-
anchine’s Serenade hasn’t far to go 
when one considers Taylor’s choice of 
music, which includes Bach’s Double 
Violin Concerto, the same music Bal-
anchine used for another masterwork. 
If Taylor is picking a fight, surely it’s 
with Concerto Barocco. As for the 
cakewalk, Pugh again leaves off the 
topmost layer of her critique in her 
readiness to provide novel, not to say 
preposterous, interpretations. Her view 
of the cakewalk is of a dance literally 
haunted by the use to which it was put 
in a fictional newspaper story of 1907 
about skeleton ghosts rising out of 
their graves and dancing. For Pugh, the 

Tap: Pure and Beautiful
Arlene Croce

tered Iraq, Saddam accepted United 
Nations terms and Bush called a cease- 
fire. His approval ratings then soared 
to just under 90 percent (higher than 
Truman’s after V-E Day). 

In November 1992, seeking re- 
election, he would get just 37 percent 
of the vote. The country had already 
gone into recession at the time of the 
victory over Saddam. And the presi-
dent himself had slid into despondency. 
“I want out,” he dictated to his diary 
at the time of Saddam’s capitulation. 
“I want to go back to the real world. . . . 

I’ve lost heart for a lot of the gut politi-
cal fighting, as a result of trying to lead 
this country and bring it together in the 
Gulf. It’s strange but true.” 

Partly, it turned out, he was suffering 
from a thyroid deficiency that sapped 
his energy. But partly he was also suf-
fering from a sense of anticlimax. He’d 
half- expected Iraqis to rise up and oust 
Saddam. Those who tried in response 
to his call to do so were slaughtered. 
Years later, in a 1998 book he was cred-
ited with having coauthored with Brent 
Scowcroft, he explained why he hadn’t 

sent US forces to Baghdad to topple 
the dictator: “To occupy Iraq would 
instantly shatter our coalition, turning 
the whole Arab world against us, and 
make a broken tyrant into a latter- day 
Arab hero.” It would also condemn 
young soldiers to “what would be an 
unwinnable urban guerrilla war” and 
“plunge that part of the world into ever 
 greater instability,” destroying “the 
credibility we were working so hard to 
re establish.” 

That was more than an explanation. 
It was a prophecy. In the aftermath 

of September 11, George W. Bush lis-
tened to Vice President Cheney and 
his father’s old rival, Donald Rums-
feld, and failed to heed what his fa-
ther had predicted. “I don’t like what 
he [Rumsfeld] did, and I think it hurt 
the President, having his iron- ass view 
of everything. . . . There’s a lack of hu-
mility, a lack of seeing what the other 
guy thinks.” So Bush 41 summed up the 
departed defense secretary to his biog-
rapher after a possibly chastened Bush 
43 finally sent Rumsfeld packing over 
Cheney’s objections.  

Jimmy Tate, Savion Glover, Baakari Wilder, and Vincent Bingham in Bring in ’da Noise, Bring in ’da Funk, 1996
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historic cakewalk, conditioned by the 
graveyard cakewalk, is thus “tied in-
extricably to [the Civil War’s] national 
traumas,” whereas for any other fanci-
ful dance historian it is tied to the sec-
ond act of Giselle.

Like all researchers in popular dance, 
Sei bert and Pugh have had to face a 
major historiographical block, namely 
the lack of connections with music. 
While some of the steps and figures of 
various dances and dance genres made 
it into the archives, until the advent of 
sound recording almost no documenta-
tion existed for the changes in rhythm 
that drove them. A crucial change was 
the moment of syncopation. By the 
1890s, when ragtime made the cakewalk 
a national fad, the place of jazz in Amer-
ican life was made, but when and how 
the ragged rhythm affected tap dancing 
can only be guessed. We have the word 
of a prosperous white dancer, James Mc-
Intyre, who claimed to have introduced 
the syncopated buck- and- wing to New 
York in 1876, but who when queried ad-
mitted that he had watched southern Ne-
groes “soon after the Civil War.” 

The dearth of musical evidence may 
be the reason that, although African- 
American dance artistry and musician-
ship have long been celebrated, the 
precise evolution of tap dancing as an 
art form and of tap dancers as distinctive 
artists is not often attempted by histori-
ans. Sei bert’s achievement in What the 
Eye Hears is to sustain intense concen-
tration on the purity and beauty of tap 
dancing without falling into precious-
ness, obscurity, or pedanticism, or scant-
ing tap’s social and political setting. 

The aesthetics existed within a total 
picture of degradation. The fact that 
our most derisive and long- standing 
racial epithets stemmed from songs 
and dances—“Jump Jim Crow,” “Zip 
Coon,” “Nigger Jig”—is only one facet 
of a complex, perversely paradoxical 
epoch. Take the conundrum of blacks 
in blackface, which to Sei bert “tran-
scends irony”: Was it self- caricature or 
the means by which to compete with 
white performers? If to audiences the 
selling point of black minstrelsy was 
authenticity, to the performers it may 
have been competition. Sei bert looks 
for a link between the gradual relin-
quishing of what seems an odious cus-
tom and the growing self- esteem of 
black dancers as theater artists. From 
being a sport—seeing who could dance 
longest without spilling a drop from 
the glass of beer on his head—dance 
became a high- toned exhibition of 
technique. Competition became the 
keynote of an art. 

Seeing who could produce the most 
novel, most difficult, most musically 
adroit step or combination of steps 
was good; hearing a unique sound was 
great. It was all by way of attaining the 
ultimate goal, individuality. Why was 
this so important? My guess is that as-
serting one’s personal identity in an 
elegant manner was the best defense 
against racism, the best rebuke to the 
insult of racism, which is an insult of 
generalization. “Make it yours” was the 
challenge put by dancemaster to disci-
ple. Be yourself, make your own sound. 

It was the mandate of a tradition. In 
the old “dancing cellars,” judges sat 
under the stage, listening. The medium 
gained a consciousness around the time 
that manufactured metal taps replaced 
pennies stuck into boots. There were 

no classes, no schools of tap dance. 
For generations, hoofers gathered in 
cafés, barrooms, wherever there was 
a back room with a piano, or just on 
the sidewalk, to trade, teach, and top 
each other’s steps. The famous Harlem 
dance fraternities—the Hoofers, the 
Copasetics—were formed to preserve 
a tradition. Being in the line of succes-
sion meant developing a recognizable 
personal sound; otherwise there would 
be no tradition worth preserving. 

There is no indication in the books 
by Sei bert, Pugh, or the Stearnses that 
these unrelentingly scrupulous dancers 
were aware of the political implications 
of selfhood. It may not be irrelevant 
that the authors of these books are 
all white. James Baldwin’s words 
are to the point: “I was not born to 
be what someone said I was. I was 
not born to be defined by some-
one else, but by myself, and myself 
only.” If there was in fact a tran-
sition from antiracism to straight 
self- expression, it must have been 
entirely natural, as natural as 
tap dancing itself. By the 1920s, 
the Golden Age of tap, the great 
dancers had become headliners 
in vaudeville with the means to a 
secure living and a direct route to 
Broadway. Show business was still 
segregated, but by the time Jazz 
Dance was written in the midst of 
the civil rights gains of the 1960s, 
there may not have been such a 
pressing need to defy racism—at 
least not for tap- dancing poets. 
As a political imperative individu-
alism was fading. Tap dancing was 
becoming purefied modern art. 

Brian Sei bert is a dance critic 
known for the penetration and 
nimble wit of his reviews, mostly 
for The New York Times. A tap 
dancer since the age of six, he writes 
history for the nonspecialist reader in 
the kind of casual, hip language one 
would wish and might logically expect 
to encounter today in a work of this 
kind. Nearly half a century ago, when 
jazz enthusiasts were still evident in our 
culture, Marshall Stearns wrote about 
the art he loved, but he did so in the im-
personal prose of the trained academic. 
A medievalist who taught English at 
Hunter College, he played tenor sax 
and was a founder of the Newport Jazz 
Festival and the Institute of Jazz Stud-
ies. He wrote in celebration, implicitly 
challenging the inability of white liber-
als to think of black artists in any but 
political terms, and the inability of 
whites in general to think of tap danc-
ing as an art. 

Sei bert is more personally engaged, 
more sensuously involved with per-
formers and their special skills, and his 
writing, not I think coincidentally, has 
a rhythm and a voice. Into this book, 
his first, he pours enough information 
for six others, and in dazzling displays 
of erudition sometimes seems more 
professorial than Stearns. Half a dozen 
definitions each are given for juba and 
buck, as in buck dancing. (Juba, the 
more amorphous term, can mean a 
type of dance, a dance performance, 
a dancer or dancers known as Master 
Juba, or the entire black tap dance 
tradition, especially in minstrelsy.) 
Etymologies are traced for the name 
Bojangles; a genealogical link is found 
between the pioneer T. D. Rice, “the 
best white black man in existence,” 

who danced as Jim Crow, and Fred 
Astaire entertaining the ship’s black 
crew a whole century later in Shall We 
Dance.

Sei bert writes about Jazz Dance, 
without which his own book “would be 
immeasurably diminished.” The legacy 
of Marshall Stearns is evident in What 
the Eye Hears, not only in Sei bert’s 
commitment but in his subject, taking 
in the subsequent revival of tap by a 
generation possessed by the revelations 
of Jazz Dance. Stearns never wrote a 
sequel; he died as his book was going 
to press, and it was finished by his wife 
Jean, a jazz authority in her own right. 

Jazz Dance is still very well worth 

reading.* Based on dozens of inter-
views, it deals mostly with the lives 
and careers of Harland Dixon, John 
Bubbles, Willie Covan, Eddie Rec-
tor, Fayard and Harold Nicholas, Honi 
Coles, Cholly Atkins, Pete Nugent, 
Chuck Green, and Bunny Briggs. In 
the 1950s and 1960s, they were aging 
and partially forgotten men, yet most 
were still vigorous performers. And 
they had good memories (though with 
a tendency, Sei bert notes ruefully, to 
forget dates). Stearns rescued them 
from obscurity, first in a historic pre-
sentation in 1962 at the Newport Jazz 
Festival, then in his book. 

As one reads these two indispens-
able books, they come to seem like 
father- and- son works, rooted in their 
respective eras. Sei bert notes Stearns’s 
insistence on masculinity in tap vs. ef-
feminacy in ballet, his nostalgia for 
big- band swing, and lack of interest in 
bebop (it wasn’t undanceable; you just 
had to be Baby Laurence), in female 
dancers, and in all Hollywood musicals 
except Astaire’s. Sei bert is schooled in 
movie and TV history, multicultural-
ism, internationalism, postmodernism 
and post- postmodernism, and gender 
equality. His dance idol, Jimmy Slyde, 
and his first tap mentor, Buster Brown, 
aren’t in Jazz Dance; in What the Eye 
Hears Slyde is a patriarch, and Brown 
is tutoring post- postmodernists. 

Tap is traditionally a soloist’s art, 
with duos to stiffen the challenge of 
competition and to give one dancer a 
rest while the other performs. It is not 
spatially assertive; it doesn’t require 
sets. In the 1940s, tap dance vanished 
from Broadway and Hollywood only 
to reemerge on television, which ought 
to have been its ideal medium. But 
the networks could not produce it. 
Guest- star slots on variety shows were 
all they could provide, and technical 
problems—the floors, the sound—were 
never solved. Competitive dancing was 
out because it depended on improvisa-
tion; fixed formats placated the studio 
technicians and misrepresented the art. 

That was also the problem with 
the movies. Bill Robinson got the 
exposure he deserved in the mov-
ies; John Bubbles didn’t. Part of 
the reason was that Bubbles had to 
improvise, and he and his partner 
were comics. In film appearances 
Buck and Bubbles are barely get-
ting going before their number 
ends. According to Sei bert, the 
only dancer to have improvised in  
a Hollywood film was Steve Con-
dos in a 1949 short, trading phrases  
with the drummer Buddy Rich.

On Hollywood, Sei bert is a fine 
companion in the screening room, 
seeing what you see and more. He 
reviews, probably for the first time, 
the dancing of Hal LeRoy, James 
Cagney, Ruby Keeler, Mickey 
Rooney, Donald O’Connor, and a 
few dozen others. But the story of 
tap dancing in the movies will al-
ways, it seems, be shared between 
Fred Astaire and Gene Kelly. I 
tend to think, no doubt simplis-
tically, of Astaire as descending 
from the black jazz tradition and 
Kelly from the Irish one. For Sei-

bert the integrity of filmed tap dance 
is the real issue. As a tap dancer, Gene 
Kelly was “the lightweight.” He “didn’t 
advance the art of tap on film so much 
as preside over its eclipse.” 

Unlike Astaire, Kelly didn’t always 
dub his own taps. But is using Kelly’s 
solo in “Singin’ in the Rain” as an ex-
ample of movie fakery—“what the 
ear hears isn’t always what the eye 
sees”—really fair? Is truth in tapping 
such a virtue when most of the taps are 
splashes? Sei bert points out the irony 
in the fact that the plot of Singin’ in 
the Rain is about dubbing. He makes 
a much better point about the logic of 
Sun Valley Serenade. Hollywood’s ra-
cial policies in 1941 allowed African- 
Americans to perform numbers but 
denied them roles in the story, and they 
made up excuses for doing it. In Sun 
Valley Seranade, Dorothy Dandridge 
and the Nicholas Brothers appear out 
of nowhere and perform the film’s big 
number, “Chattanooga Choo Choo.” 
Then, Sei bert writes, 

once their number’s finished, they 
vanish. That was their role, you 
might say—tap dancers and sing-
ers, not actors. But [the star] Sonja 
Henie was no actor, and the broth-
ers provide the best three minutes 
in the film.

I might add that the presence of the 
beautiful Dandridge leads you to want 
more of her, both in the story and in the 
dance—and not just because, in real 
life, she married Harold Nicholas.

Gregory Hines in the film Tap, 1989
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*Jazz Dance was reissued in 1994 by 
Da Capo, with a foreword and after-
word by Brenda Bufalino.
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The 1940s though the 1970s, the 
years Sei bert calls “The Great Reces-
sion,” ended with a shakeup emanat-
ing from the tornado of the sexual 
revolution. Tap had always been a pre-
dominately male profession. Stearns’s 
rediscovery of the Harlem virtuosos 
brought a phalanx of women to Off 
Broadway showcases, launching what 
some saw as an overdue bid for equality 
and others as little more than a ladies’ 
auxiliary of tap—what Sei bert calls a 
“sorority Copasetics.” The women at-
tached themselves to the old masters 
as sponsors and trainees, and brought 
them downtown for what one of them, 
the irrepressible Sandman Sims, called 
“a last hooray.” They built up an au-
dience for their teachers and models. 
They succeeded less well in attracting 
an audience for themselves.

At times it was hard to know which 
cause was being advanced, tap dance 
or feminism. Women came to domi-
nate the world of tap as they did mod-
ern dance. But very few were able to 
reinvent themselves in the idiom of 
tap; in Sei bert’s opinion, the women 
of the 1980s danced like men or tried 
too hard not to. Brenda Bufalino, Jane 
Goldberg, and others performed a ser-
vice as advocates and promoters, and 
they were encouraged in Harlem be-
cause they were earnest, hardworking, 
and smart. Their dancing didn’t please 
the majority of the elders, not because 
they were women but because they 
were white and gravitated more natu-
rally to modern dance traditions than 
to jazz. They taught their companies to 
perform syncopated complex ensemble 
choreography but, in Sei bert’s words, 
“it would be hard to say that seeing 
[Gregory] Hines’s steps done in unison 
by five women of middling stage pres-
ence constituted an advance in the art.”

Tap dancing returned to Broadway in 
the commodified but pleasant form it 
had customarily enjoyed there before 
the ballet boom erased it. Shows like 
No, No, Nanette (“the new 1925 musi-
cal”), 42nd Street, and Tommy Tune’s 
My One and Only were hits. The other 
world of tap appeared in a handsomely 
mounted revue called Black and Blue: 
it had Jimmy Slyde, Bunny Briggs, and 
an amazing sixteen- year- old, Savion 
Glover. Glover’s rise, as voluminously 
described by Sei bert, made me won-
der why it wasn’t preceded by at least 
a mention of the evolution of rock. 
Maybe rock did nothing for tap, but the 
rock culture bears some responsibility 
for the bad-boy image Glover went on 
to cultivate after he wowed Broadway 
with his own show, Bring in ’da Noise, 
Bring in ’da Funk. The dance counter-
part of rock, though, is not Glover but 
Michael Flatley, lord of Riverdance, 
Inc., whose companies dance jigs in a 
style as physically and rhythmically 
straitjacketed as it must have been 
on the slave ships. Sei bert abhors it. 
It is now being taught in some public 
schools.

Rock and Motown are addressed 
by Pugh in her essay on Michael Jack-
son. In scope and emphasis Sei bert’s 
and Pugh’s books are almost mirror 
opposites. He seems uncomfortable 
with anything that isn’t tap; she seems 
determined to rule out anything that 
isn’t profoundly American. With Bill 
Robinson, the Astaire–Rogers mov-
ies, Agnes de Mille, Paul Taylor, and 
Jackson as focal points “celebrated for 

embodying the country in movement,” 
she presents an array of genres and eras 
apparently designed to bring dance 
into the discussion started seventy-five 
years ago by the cultural historian Con-
stance Rourke, which may be a fitting 
objective now that dance scholarship is 
attracting the attention of the academy. 

Although Pugh has held academic 
posts, her metier is really writing. What 
saved her book for me was the obvi-
ous pleasure she got out of writing it. 
It is full of genuine insights that must 
contend with a tendency to get carried 
away, to let imagination overwhelm 
disciplined narration. Data as well as 
interpretations are overdone. Perhaps 
the problem is that so much of her book 
is written from video. After multiple 
viewings, a performance becomes rigid 
and the viewer may overinterpret. Sei-
bert in his summing- up observes that 
for the young now becoming dancers 
and (I presume also) dance scholars, 
“what history mostly means . . . is foot-
age: the compilations of video clips 
from movies, TV variety shows, docu-
mentaries, and concerts. . . .  This is their 
repertory. This is their usable past.” In 
other words, YouTube is unavoidable. 

Sei bert risks turning the final quarter 
of his book into a virtual encyclopedia 
of trivia. So far as tap was concerned, 
the twentieth century—the century 
of dance—went out with a bang, and 
Sei bert ends with the current wave of 
international tap stars too many of us 
have never seen. But not before his 
chronicle of the declining years, when 
an art form in its dotage proved that it 
could suddenly be redirected toward 
innovation and experimentation. 

The wholesale revision of the art and 
spectacle of tap dancing in recent de-
cades has been attributed to Glover’s 
leadership, and some observers have 
seen in it the transformative rebirth 
that the world of tap was waiting for. 
Glover is now forty-two years old and 
about due for a Kennedy Center honor. 
Sei bert sees him as an ambivalent fig-
ure, a rebel with a conscience, drawn 
to mixed musical modes like “reggae-
inflected hip-hop, rap-injected R&B,” 
but also as a richly talented dancer 
whose connection to tradition can’t be 
denied. When I go to look him up on 
YouTube, I’m invariably also moved to 
run the film of his ancestor Bill Rob-
inson doing his stair dance, “the most 
famous single act in tap-dance history.” 

In Bring in ’da Noise, Robinson was 
caricatured as “Uncle Huck-a-Buck,” 
a black lackey catering to a giant Shir-
ley Temple doll. That was the way the 
African-American press portrayed 
Robinson in his lifetime, and it may 
be how he is still seen in some parts 
of the black community. But for the 
theater sophisticates who produced 
Glover’s show in 1995 it was all there 
was to know about Robinson; as Sei-
bert writes, “the show’s satire was far 
too snide and self-righteous.”

On YouTube, Robinson is seen in 
two slightly different clips from the 
early 1930s. Sound is deliberately be-
lied by sight. Robinson’s erect posture 
does not so much exploit gravity as defy 
reason. How can he remain so still, how 
can so many different delicate sounds 
be made by a pair of wooden soles that 
stay close together and spring apart, 
letting in a burst of silence before the 
music resumes. At certain moments 
only the shuddering of his pants leg 
betrays the source of those bewitching 
sounds. 
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Jews: Ambivalent and Admirable
Neal Ascherson

Their Promised Land: 
My Grandparents in Love and War 
by Ian Buruma.  
Penguin, 305 pp., $27.00

Some eighteen years ago, Ian Bu-
ruma wrote a wise but melancholy 
review about Anne Frank—or rather 
about the merciless vendetta that had 
settled over the dramatized version of 
her diary.* In it, he suggested that no 
side in that controversy was exclusively 
right, neither those led by her father, 
Otto, who presented her “message” as 
a universal plea on behalf of all suffer-
ing humanity everywhere, nor the fol-
lowers of Meyer Levin, the author of an 
unpublished play based on the diary, 
who protested that there was a con-
spiracy to drain it of its centrally Jew-
ish concern. Buruma disliked the acrid, 
even paranoid tone of the Levin school, 
but he was not convinced by the “uni-
versalist” line either. He probably exas-
perated both camps by concluding that 
Anne Frank was “ambivalent” about  
her identity.

She wrote that Jews “can never be-
come just Netherlanders or just English 
or any nation for that matter.” But she 
also wrote: “My first wish after the war 
is that I may become Dutch.” Buruma’s 
new book implies that ambivalence of 
that kind isn’t as irreconcilable as it 
sounds. Rather the opposite: if Anne 
Frank had lived, it might have been the 
program for a happy life.

It becomes clear in Their Promised 
Land that when Buruma reflected on 
Anne and Otto Frank, he was also 
reflecting on his own family. But the 
book cunningly takes its time to show 
readers why this is so. It begins with 
one of the most splendid and nostal-
gic descriptions of a traditional Eng-
lish Christmas that I have ever read. 
As a child, Buruma would cross the 
Channel every year with his Dutch 
father and his English mother to 
stay with her parents in a large con-
verted vicarage in Berkshire. His 
grandfather, in a green tweed jacket 
with a pipe in his mouth, would 
greet them as they arrived. There 
would be high tea with cucumber  
sandwiches.

Hundreds of Christmas cards would 
already be decorating the hall and the 
staircase. The enormous Christmas 
tree in the large drawing room was 

dripping with gold and silver bau-
bles, festooned with streams of 
glittery trimmings, angels dangling 
from pretty little candlesticks. . . . 
This totem of pagan abundance, 
looking over a small mountain 
range of beautifully wrapped pres-
ents at its base, was not really vul-
gar—Granny had excellent taste. 
It was just very, very big.  

So was “the day-long feast of Ed-
wardian gluttony” on Christmas Day 
itself, beginning with stockings stuffed 
with smaller presents for all the guests, 
then tea and biscuits, then a cooked 
breakfast on domed silver platters, 
then the enormous family lunch, then 

opening the main presents under the 
tree, then music, then a walk. Buruma 
recalls that 

everything about Christmas 
seemed a trifle overdone, certainly 
more lavish than anything we were 
used to. . . . Everything . . . seemed 
very, very English. And indeed, 
the superiority of Englishness, 
to my grandparents, was never in 
doubt. 

“And yet the Englishness of my 
grandparents was not as clear-cut 
as it seemed.” Both were Jews, the 
British-born children of prosperous, 
upper-middle-class German-Jewish im-
migrants who had settled in England: 

They were all German Jews. 
Which is to say that my grandpar-
ents, Bernard Schlesinger and Win 
Regensburg, were English in the 
way their German Jewish ances-
tors were German, and that was, 
if such a thing were possible, more 
so, or at least more self-consciously 
so, than the “natives.”

The “superiority of Englishness” 
meant a superior sort of Englishness: 
upper-class customs and clothes and 
accents, “public” (i.e., private) schools, 
Oxbridge. Buruma acutely disentan-
gles the way in which class was a more 
important identifier for them—on the 
surface at least—than race, let alone 
religion. Bernard and Win never de-
nied their Jewish background and 
never converted to Christianity, but 
neither did they practice their Judaism, 

hardly ever in their lives visiting a syn-
agogue. Win in particular, whose po-
litical views grew more conservative as 
she grew older, took a disdainful view 
of poor, Yiddish-speaking Ostjuden 
who had fled from the Russian Empire 
and settled in London’s East End.

In this, she was typical of the highly 
educated, Germanized “Yekke” back-
ground from which both their families 
had emerged—much like the back-
ground of Otto Frank, in fact. Bernard, 
who became a successful pediatric 
surgeon, was not as overtly snobbish 
as Win, but he seems to have shared 
some of the same distastes. Both of 
them stiffened when they encountered 
somebody behaving in what they con-
sidered a conspicuously “Jewish” way, 
and they developed a curious code 
between them (whose origin Buruma 
can’t trace) that referred to Jewishness 
as “forty-five”—as in: “He looks dis-
tinctly forty-five.”

But the identity that troubled them 
most urgently was not Jewish but Ger-
man. Hatred of everything and ev-
eryone German was far more intense 
in Britain during World War I than 
during World War II, and it was anti-
Hunnery, not anti-Semitism, that made 
several members of Win’s London fam-
ily change their name from Regensburg 
to Raeburn. Bernard and Win, who did 
not get married until 1925, developed 
a startling but apparently heartfelt 
loathing for Germany during the war, 
in which he served in the trenches as 
a doctor and she worked as a hospital 
nurse. 

Buruma writes that “as long as I knew 
her, she always expressed a healthy 
British disdain for the native country of 

her parents.” After visits to her wealthy 
and intellectual German relatives in 
Kassel, she complained that they were 
“horribly brainy.” The arrival of the 
Third Reich confirmed all the couple’s 
prejudices, and at the end of World 
War II, as British troops liberated the 
camp at Bergen-Belsen, Bernard could 
write home about “what fiendish bas-
tards the Bosch are. . . . What is one to 
do with a nation like that?” 

They were anything but “self- hating 
Jews.” And yet the language they used 
in letters between them sometimes 
reads as almost anti-Semitic. “A very 
pretty young girl, without a trace of 45” 
is one instance among many; another is 
Win’s account of meeting a woman who 
showed what she considered “the typi-
cal cheek of her race and type . . .  She 
looked a typical East Ender, dark & 
sallow, with a bright handkerchief tied 
round her head.” And that was written 
a few weeks before the war ended, when 
the scale and horror of the Final Solu-
tion were becoming widely known. But 
to repeat Buruma’s insight, those were 
times when acute class- consciousness 
was still an essential component of 
the “superior Englishness” that Win 
had internalized. Not to make snob-
bish personal judgments might have 
seemed to her to open a crack in 
her sometimes frail confidence in  
who she was.

And yet when the scale of Nazi rac-
ist persecution became clear, the 
Schlesingers acted with wonderful en-
ergy and solidarity. Buruma’s detec-
tive work among their letters suggests 
to him that the idea of rescuing Jew-
ish children may have been prompted 
by one of Bernard’s many encounters 
with England’s polite brand of anti- 
Semitism. He was turned down for a 
job at St. Thomas’ Hospital in London 
on the usual opaque grounds: “It is the 
old, old story,” as he wrote to Win in 
July 1938. But this seems to have left 
him with the time and the motive to do 
something quite different. Well before 
the pogrom of Reichskristallnacht in 
November of that year, and before the 
famous Kindertransport trains began 
to bring Jewish refugee children from 
Germany and Austria to Great Brit-
ain, he and Win set out to organize the 
transfer of twelve Jewish children, al-
most all from Berlin.

The twelve children arrived and were 
taken to a hostel in North London orga-
nized by the Schlesingers, who looked 
after them or at least supervised their 
care for the next seven years, until the 
war was over. Buruma made contact 
with many of the survivors, now in their 
eighties, and was welcomed with tears 
of gratitude: they were well aware that 
they owed their lives to the Schlesing-
ers and referred to them as “angels.” 
Portraits of Bernard and Win still hang 
on apartment walls in California and 
Tel Aviv.

“They [the children] had little or 
no idea why they were being singled 
out for persecution,” Buruma writes. 
“Their parents thought of themselves 
as normal Germans, and were proud 
to be so, just as Bernard and Win were 
proud to be British.” This is a point Bu-
ruma emphasizes constantly, and the 

Rabbi Erwin Zimet singing with the twelve Jewish children whom  

Ian Buruma’s grandparents rescued from Nazi Germany in early 1939,  

at the hostel they set up for the children in Highgate, North London
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*“The Afterlife of Anne Frank,” The 
New York Review, February 19, 1998.
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rescue of the children allows him to re-
peat another, more barbed concern of 
his: the significance of social class for 
families like the Schlesingers.

While seeking permission to set up 
the hostel, Bernard had written to a 
local council in London: 

For some months my wife and I 
have been planning to take into 
this country, as our guests, a small 
number of German refugee chil-
dren. . . . They are to be children 
specially chosen from the pro-
fessional classes about whom we 
have either personal or reliable 
 knowledge.  

So, a form of “selection.” What hap-
pened to Jewish working- class chil-
dren? Buruma writes: “With all their 
efforts to be conventionally British, 
here was an affirmation of solidar-
ity when it mattered most. But their 
allegiance was to class as much as to 
ethnicity.” 

Bernard and Win acted, in effect, 
as foster parents, although most of the 
worry and responsibility fell on Win 
while her husband was away at the 
war. (Both of them luckily turned out 
to have retained the fluent German 
they had learned from their parents.) 
Win’s British patriotism was more ex-
travagantly expressed, but Bernard 
maintained an almost Roman sense of 
military obligation to his country. He 
served as a volunteer army doctor in 
France, Macedonia, and Palestine in 
World War I; World War II took him 
to Norway and India. Nearly twenty 
years later, at the time of the Cuban 
missile crisis, Bernard in his late six-
ties tried once again to join the British 
army.

They had to pass many years of 
their marriage apart. The source for 
Buruma’s book is the mass of letters 
they wrote to each other, from the mo-
ment they fell in love in their late teens 
to within a decade of their deaths. In 
a barn in Sussex, their grandson Ian 
found 

a stack of steel boxes filled with 
mouse droppings and hundreds of 
letters, the first of which was writ-
ten in 1915, when Bernard was still 
at boarding school and Win was 
studying music in London. The last 
ones were written in the 1970s.  

They began as love letters and they 
continued to be love letters, but 

the love between Bernard and 
Win is not the main subject of this 
book. . . . Instead, I have selected 
passages that express how they saw 
themselves in relation to the world 
they lived in. What interested me 
were the stories they told each 
other and themselves about who 
they were. 

They adored each other, felt wretched 
in their many separations, and always 
longed to be together again. Looking 
into a marriage as strong and intense as 
that is not always easy or comfortable, 
as their grandson may have felt when 
he decided to keep his focus on what 
the letters said about their identities in 
the outside world. Love doesn’t always 
illuminate; it can cast a sort of blinding 
glow in which the outlines of everything 
else grow fuzzy. “There is something 
idyllic about such rare unions, romantic 

and unassailable.” But when they died, 
the family fell apart. 

A reader of this book can wonder 
whether two people so delighted with 
and fulfilled by each other had much 
left over for their children. These 
grew up talented (the filmmaker John 
Schlesinger was one of their sons) but 
not always happy. As Win wrote to 
Bernard in 1940:

I wish that my life could have been 
more balanced—that I could ever 
have cared for the children half as 
much as I care for you. But I have 
always been entirely wrapped up  
in you. . . .

The immense generosity of spirit in 
Bernard and Win, the quality that Bu-
ruma calls their “common decency,” 
may have made it harder for them to 
understand failings, weaknesses, or 
bad behavior in their own brood. It 
seems that they assumed, like Anne 
Frank, that human beings were at heart 
naturally good. They often faced great 
evil with courage and energy, but never 
came close to understanding what 
made people depart from their own 
high standards. It’s difficult to be the 
son or daughter of parents like that.

Bernard was high-spirited, gregari-
ous; he loved his home but it was for him 
a place to entertain friends. England 
was his—and her—safe haven (“They 
were not unsympathetic toward Israel, 
but they weren’t Zionists”). For much 
of World War II he served in India, 
impatient to get into “the real thing” 
in Normandy or Italy but enfolded in 
the decayed luxury of the British Raj 
in its last days. His attitudes were con-
ventional and colonialist (“the average 
Indian has a child’s mentality”), but he 
was able to contrast the “boorishness” 
of white men to the politeness of the In-
dians who worked under them.

Win’s letters are much more reveal-
ing about underlying uncertainties. 
The Regensburgs were well known for 

lacking confidence (Win is supposed 
once to have been served a bowl of 
mayonnaise instead of custard at a din-
ner party, and to have eaten it rather 
than risk giving offense). Now she 
overdid things: her flaming loyalty to 
“England” under Nazi threat was at 
once passionately sincere and theatri-
cal. Unlike the “natives” around her, 
there was nothing wry about her re-
action as the bombs fell and the Ger-
man invasion seemed imminent. She 
raged against the “defeatism” of what 
she called “foreign bohunks,” in which 
she included some of the Jewish refu-
gees she had helped to rescue. “Next 
to you, I love England more than any-
thing else in the world . . .  I want you 
to come home soon so desperately, but 

England’s honor would be too high 
a price to pay for my personal happi-
ness.” Dunkirk provoked this woman 
of  German parentage to full identifica-
tion: “What terrific reverses we always 
have in every century, & what un-
daunted courage and tenacity is shown 
by our men in every generation.” 

Winston Churchill could do no 
wrong. “Dear, self-sacrificing Churchill 
globetrots to try and smooth out every-
body else’s troubles,” Win wrote. His 
unexpected defeat, with the Labour 
landslide at the 1945 elections, con-
firmed her dislike of “leftwing extrem-
ists” and her growing mistrust of Stalin 
and the Soviet Union—still widely ad-
mired in Britain as the war ended.

News from inside Germany had al-
ready filtered to Britain. Win, at least, 
was aware of how many of her own 
relations had been deported and mur-
dered. And yet this horrifying confir-
mation of their worst fears had little 
impact on the Schlesingers’ sense of af-
finity or loyalty. Then or later, they saw 
no reason to “come out as Jews,” any 
more than they were tempted to deny 
their ethnicity and pride in being Jew-
ish. “Win’s feelings were as ambivalent 
as they had always been,” Buruma 
writes. “This was not really a question 
of suppression or denial. What it meant 

was that she remained true to her back-
ground and class.” 

Germany was still a part of that back-
ground, as a sensibility rather than as a 
nation. As Buruma says, the difference 
between the story of the Schlesingers 
and that of their German cousins was 
that their own country did not turn 
against them. The most astonishing 
detail in Their Promised Land is the 
fact that the entire Schlesinger clan 
traveled to Bayreuth in the early 1950s 
to “celebrate the rebirth of Wagner’s 
Teutonic shrine.” This was in a period 
when much of the non-Jewish world, 
let alone Israel and the American dias-
pora, rejected Wagner’s work as a poi-
sonous carnival of Hitlerian kitsch.

But the Schlesingers and Regens-
burgs and the others like them had 
brought with them from Germany an 
enduring passion for its music. Their 
letters are full of happy, knowledge-
able references to Brahms, Bach, and 
Beethoven performed or heard, wher-
ever they were. Buruma, writing of 
German middle-class society before 
Hitler, suggests that “Wagner’s music 
gave Jews an opportunity to feel a spiri-
tual affinity with German culture, even 
reveling in their being German, with-
out pretending to be Christian.” 

Another “spiritual affinity,” but this 
time with England, was the enthusiasm 
of Bernard and Win for the English 
rural idyll. In a way this was odd; they 
both spent most of their lives in North 
London and only moved to their old 
Berkshire vicarage after World War II. 
But typically, they put their hearts and 
souls into it. Bernard in India moons 
over an old copy of Country Life maga-
zine, which “wafts away these Oriental 
smells & gives me the feeling of clean-
liness again with its pictures of sunny, 
bright and verdant England, smiling 
and friendly. . .undulating plough land, 
woods, birdlife, country lore.” Win 
didn’t aspire to “undulating plough 
land” and went in for country- lady 
gardening.

The exhaustion of war was at last un-
dermining even her fighting optimism. 
Growing sweet peas seemed at times 
to make more sense than the imminent 
fall of the Third Reich. When “Victory 
in Europe” finally arrived on May 8, 
1945, she wrote to Bernard in India: “I 
missed you too much to celebrate at all, 
and so I improved the shining hour by 
doing a bit of extra work in the garden.” 
She was never more exquisitely English 
than with those words.

“Ambivalence” about who they were 
gave the Schlesingers moments of un-
ease and embarrassment. But this book 
demonstrates that its subtle tension 
also generated a warm and enormous 
energy, an exaggerated passion for 
duty, loyalty, and improvement.

After reading Their Promised Land, 
I found myself wondering what one 
of Bernard and Win’s teenage daugh-
ters—perhaps Ian Buruma’s mother—
might have written if she had found 
herself hiding in an attic from the Nazi 
occupiers of Britain. That in spite of ev-
erything, people were naturally good? 
That Jews can never be just English? I 
think a young Schlesinger might have 
written both of those sentiments. She 
could have learned faith in human-
ity from her parents. But their exam-
ple also showed that she would never  
be “just” English. She would always be 
that—and something more.  

Ian Buruma with his grandmother Win Schlesinger at her house in Berkshire, 1953
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What Is the I Ching?
Eliot Weinberger

I Ching: 
The Book of Change
translated from the Chinese
by David Hinton. 
Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 
136 pp., $20.00

I Ching (Yijing): 
The Book of Change
translated from the Chinese
with an introduction 
and commentary by John Minford. 
Viking, 855 pp., $39.95

The I Ching has served for thousands 
of years as a philosophical taxonomy 
of the universe, a guide to an ethical 
life, a manual for rulers, and an oracle 
of one’s personal future and the future 
of the state. It was an organizing prin-
ciple or authoritative proof for literary 
and arts criticism, cartography, medi-
cine, and many of the sciences, and it 
generated endless Confucian, Taoist, 
Buddhist, and, later, even Christian 
commentaries, and competing schools 
of thought within those traditions. In 
China and in East Asia, it has been 
by far the most consulted of all books, 
in the belief that it can explain every-
thing. In the West, it has been known 
for over three hundred years and, since 
the 1950s, is surely the most popularly 
recognized Chinese book. With its 
seeming infi nitude of applications and 
interpretations, there has never been 
a book quite like it anywhere. It is the 
center of a vast whirlwind of writings 
and practices, but is itself a void, or per-
haps a continually shifting cloud, for 
most of the crucial words of the I Ching
have no fi xed meaning.

The origin of the text is, as might be 
expected, obscure. In the mythologi-
cal version, the culture hero Fu Xi, a 
dragon or a snake with a human face, 
studied the patterns of nature in the 
sky and on the earth: the markings on 
birds, rocks, and animals, the move-
ment of clouds, the arrangement of the 
stars. He discovered that everything 
could be reduced to eight trigrams, 
each composed of three stacked solid 
or broken lines, refl ecting the yin and 
yang, the duality that drives the uni-
verse. The trigrams themselves rep-
resented, respectively, heaven, a lake, 
fi re, thunder, wind, water, a mountain, 
and earth (see illustration below).

From these building blocks of the cos-
mos, Fu Xi devolved all aspects of civi-
lization—kingship, marriage, writing, 
navigation, agriculture—all of which 
he taught to his human descendants.

Here mythology turns into legend. 
Around the year 1050 BCE, according 
to the tradition, Emperor Wen, founder 
of the Zhou dynasty, doubled the tri-
grams to hexagrams (six- lined fi gures), 
numbered and arranged all of the pos-
sible combinations—there are sixty- 

four—and gave them names. He wrote 
brief oracles for each that have since 
been known as the “Judgments.” His 
son, the Duke of Zhou, a poet, added 
gnomic interpretations for the individ-
ual lines of each hexagram, known sim-
ply as the “Lines.” It was said that, fi ve 
hundred years later, Confucius himself 
wrote ethical commentaries explicat-
ing each hexagram, which are called 
the “Ten Wings” (“wing,” that is, in the 
architectural sense). 

The archaeological and historical 
version of this narrative is far murkier. 
In the Shang dynasty (which began 
circa 1600 BCE) or possibly even ear-
lier, fortune-telling diviners would 
apply heat to tortoise shells or the scap-
ulae of oxen and interpret the cracks 
that were produced. Many of these “or-
acle bones”—hundreds of thousands 
of them have been unearthed—have 
complete hexagrams or the numbers 
assigned to hexagrams incised on them. 
Where the hexagrams came from, or 
how they were interpreted, is com-
pletely unknown. 

Sometime in the Zhou dynasty—the 
current guess is around 800 BCE—the 
sixty- four hexagrams were named, and 
a written text was established, based 
on the oral traditions. The book be-
came known as the Zhou Yi (Zhou 
Changes). The process of consultation 
also evolved from the tortoise shells, 
which required an expert to perform 
and interpret, to the system of coins or 
yarrow stalks that anyone could prac-
tice and that has been in use ever since. 
Three coins, with numbers assigned 
to heads or tails, were simultaneously 
tossed; the resulting sum indicated a 
solid or broken line; six coin tosses thus 
produced a hexagram. In the case of the 
yarrow stalks, fi fty were counted out in 

a more laborious procedure to produce 
the number for each line. 

By the third century BCE, with the 
rise of Confucianism, the “Ten Wings” 
commentaries had been added, trans-
forming the Zhou Yi from a strictly 
divinatory manual to a philosophical 
and ethical text. In 136 BCE, Emperor 
Wu of the Han dynasty declared it the 
most important of the fi ve canonical 
Confucian books and standardized 
the text from among various compet-
ing versions (some with the hexagrams 
in a different order). This became 
the I Ching, the Book (or Classic) of 
Change, and its format has remained 
the same since: a named and numbered 
hexagram, an arcane “Judgment” for 
that hexagram, an often poetic inter-
pretation of the image obtained by the 
combination of the two trigrams, and 
enigmatic statements on the meaning 
of each line of the hexagram. Confu-
cius almost certainly had nothing to 
do with the making of the I Ching, but 
he did supposedly say that if he had 
another hundred years to live, fi fty of 
them would be devoted to studying it.

For two millennia, the I Ching was 
the essential guide to the universe. In 
a philosophical cosmos where every-
thing is connected and everything is 
in a state of restless change, the book 
was not a description of the universe 
but rather its most perfect microcosm. 
It represented, as one Sinologist has 
put it, the “underpinnings of reality.” 
Its sixty- four hexagrams became the 
irrevocable categories for countless 
disciplines. Its mysterious “Judgments” 
were taken as kernels of thought to be 
elaborated, in the “Ten Wings” and 
countless commentaries, into advice 
to rulers on how to run an orderly state 
and to ordinary people on how to live a 

proper life. It was a tool for meditation 
on the cosmos and, as a seamless piece 
of the way of the world, it also revealed 
what would be auspicious or inauspi-
cious for the future. 

In the West, the I Ching was discov-
ered in the late seventeenth century 
by Jesuit missionaries in China, who 
decoded the text to reveal its Christian 
universal truth: hexagram number one 
was God; two was the second Adam, 
Jesus; three was the Trinity; eight was 
the members of Noah’s family; and so 
on. Leibniz enthusiastically found the 
universality of his binary system in the 
solid and broken lines. Hegel—who 
thought Confucius was not worth trans-
lating—considered the book “superfi -
cial”: “There is not to be found in one 
single instance a sensuous conception of 
universal natural or spiritual powers.” 

The fi rst English translation was 
done by Canon Thomas McClatchie, 
an Anglican cleric in Hong Kong. Mc-
Clatchie was a Reverend Casaubon fi g-
ure who, in 1876, four years after the 
publication of Middlemarch, found the 
key to all mythologies and asserted that 
the I Ching had been brought to China 
by one of Noah’s sons and was a por-
nographic celebration of a “hermaph-
roditic monad,” elsewhere worshiped 
among the Chaldeans as Baal and 
among Hindus as Shiva. James Legge, 
also a missionary in Hong Kong and, 
despite a general loathing of China, 
the fi rst important English- language 
translator of the Chinese classics, con-
sidered McClatchie “delirious.” After 
twenty interrupted years of work—the 
manuscript was lost in a shipwreck in 
the Red Sea—Legge produced the fi rst 
somewhat reliable English translation 
of the I Ching in 1882, and the one that 
fi rst applied the English word for a six- 
pointed star, “hexagram,” to the Chi-
nese block of lines. 

Professionally appalled by what he 
considered its idolatry and supersti-
tion, Legge nevertheless found himself 
“gradually brought under a powerful 
fascination,” and it led him to devise a 
novel theory of translation. Since Chi-
nese characters were not, he claimed, 
“representations of words, but symbols 
of ideas,” therefore “the combination of 
them in composition is not a represen-
tation of what the writer would say, but 
of what he thinks.” The translator, then, 
must become “en rapport” with the au-
thor, and enter into a “seeing of mind to 
mind,” a “participation” in the thoughts 
of the author that goes beyond what 
the author merely said. Although the I 
Ching has no author, Legge’s version is 
fl ooded with explanations and clarifi ca-
tions parenthetically inserted into an 
otherwise literal translation of the text.

Herbert Giles, the next important 
English- language translator after 
Legge, thought the I Ching was “appar-
ent gibberish”: “This is freely admitted 
by all learned Chinese, who neverthe-
less hold tenaciously to the belief that 
important lessons could be derived 
from its pages if only we had the wit to 
understand them.” Arthur Waley, in 
a 1933 study—he never translated the 
entire book—described it as a collec-
tion of “peasant interpretation” omens 

‘An Ancient Chinese Poet’; colored engraving of an original Chinese scroll
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to which specific divinations had been 
added at a later date. Thus, taking a 
familiar Western example, he wrote 
that the omen “red sky in the morn-
ing, shepherds take warning” would 
become the divination “red sky in the 
morning: inauspicious; do not cross the 
river.” 

Waley proposed three categories of 
omens—“inexplicable sensations and 
involuntary movements (‘feelings,’ 
twitchings, stumbling, belching and the 
like). . . those concerning plants, ani-
mals and birds . . .[and] those concern-
ing natural phenomena (thunder, stars, 
rain etc.)”—and found examples of all 
of them in his decidedly unmetaphysi-
cal reading of the book. Joseph Need-
ham devoted many exasperated pages 
to the I Ching in Science and Civiliza-
tion in China as a “pseudo- science” 
that had, for centuries, a deleterious 
effect on actual Chinese science, which 
attempted to fit exact observations of 
the natural and physical worlds into the 
“cosmic filing- system” of the vague cat-
egories of the hexagrams. 

It was Richard Wilhelm’s 1924 Ger-
man translation of the I Ching and es-
pecially the English translation of the 
German by the Jungian Cary F. Baynes 
in 1950 that transformed the text from 
Sinological arcana to international ce-
lebrity. Wilhelm, like Legge, was a mis-
sionary in China, but unlike Legge was 
an ardent believer in the Wisdom of the 
East, with China the wisest of all. The 
“relentless mechanization and ratio-
nalization of life in the West” needed 
the “Eastern adhesion to a natural 
profundity of soul.” His mission was 

to “join hands in mutual completion,” 
to uncover the “common foundations 
of humankind” in order to “find a core 
in the innermost depth of the humane, 
from where we can tackle . . . the shap-
ing of life.”

Wilhelm’s translation relied heavily 
on late, Song Dynasty Neo- Confucian 
interpretations of the text. In the name 
of universality, specifically Chinese 
referents were given general terms, 
and the German edition had scores of 
footnotes noting “parallels” to Goethe, 
Kant, the German Romantics, and the 
Bible. (These were dropped for the 
English- language edition.) The text 
was oddly presented twice: the first 
time with short commentaries, the 
second time with more extended ones. 
The commentaries were undifferen-
tiated amalgams of various Chinese 
works and Wilhelm’s own meditations. 
(Needham thought that the edition be-
longed to the “Department of Utter 
Confusion”: “Wilhelm seems to be the 
only person . . .who knew what it was all 
about.”) 

The book carried an introduction 
by Carl Jung, whom Wilhelm con-
sidered “in touch with the findings of 
the East [and] in accordance with the 
views of the oldest Chinese wisdom.” 
(One proof was Jung’s male and female 
principles, the anima and the animus, 
which Wilhelm connected to yin and 
yang.) Some of Jung’s assertions are 
now embarrassing. (“It is a curious 
fact that such a gifted and intelligent 
people as the Chinese have never de-
veloped what we call science.”) But his 
emphasis on chance—or synchronicity, 
the Jungian, metaphysical version of 
chance—as the guiding principle for 

a sacred book was, at the time, some-
thing unexpected, even if, for true be-
lievers, the I Ching does not operate on 
chance at all.

The Wilhelm/Baynes Bollingen edi-
tion was a sensation in the 1950s and 
1960s. Octavio Paz, Allen Ginsberg, 
Jorge Luis Borges, and Charles Olson, 
among many others, wrote poems in-
spired by its poetic language. Fritjof 
Capra in The Tao of Physics used it 
to explain quantum mechanics and 
Terence McKenna found that its geo-
metrical patterns mirrored the “chemi-
cal waves” produced by hallucinogens. 
Others considered its binary system 
of lines a prototype for the computer. 
Philip K. Dick and Raymond Queneau 
based novels on it; Jackson Mac Low 
and John Cage invented elaborate pro-
cedures using it to generate poems and 
musical compositions. 

It is not difficult to recuperate how 
thrilling the arrival of the I Ching was 
both to the avant- gardists, who were 
emphasizing process over product in 
art, and to the anti- authoritarian coun-
terculturalists. It brought, not from the 
soulless West, but from the mysterious 
East, what Wilhelm called “the sea-
soned wisdom of thousands of years.” 
It was an ancient book without an au-
thor, a cyclical configuration with no 
beginning or end, a religious text with 
neither exotic gods nor priests to whom 
one must submit, a do- it- yourself divi-
nation that required no professional 
diviner. It was a self- help book for 
those who wouldn’t be caught reading 
self- help books, and moreover one that 
provided an alluring glimpse of one’s 
personal future. It was, said Bob Dylan, 
“the only thing that is amazingly true.”

The two latest translations of the I 
Ching couldn’t be more unalike; they 
are a complementary yin and yang of 
approaches. John Minford is a scholar 
best known for his work on the mag-
nificent five- volume translation of The 
Story of the Stone (or The Dream of the 
Red Chamber), universally considered 
the greatest Chinese novel, in a project 
begun by the late David Hawkes. His 
I Ching, obviously the result of many 
years of study, is over eight hundred 
pages long, much of it in small type, 
and encyclopedic. Minford presents 
two complete translations: the “Bronze 
Age Oracle,” a recreation of the Zhou 
dynasty text before any of the later 
Confucian commentaries were added 
to it, and the “Book of Wisdom,” the 
text as it was elucidated in the subse-
quent centuries. Each portion of the 
entries for each hexagram is accompa-
nied by an exegesis that is a digest of 
the historical commentaries and the 
interpretations by previous translators, 
as well as reflections by Minford him-
self that link the hexagram to Chinese 
poetry, art, ritual, history, philosophy, 
and mythology. It is a tour de force of 
erudition, almost a microcosm of Chi-
nese civilization, much as the I Ching 
itself was traditionally seen.

David Hinton is, with Arthur Waley 
and Burton Watson, the rare example 
of a literary Sinologist—that is, a classi-
cal scholar thoroughly conversant with, 
and connected to, contemporary litera-
ture in English. A generation younger 
than Watson, he and Watson are surely 
the most important American transla-
tors of Chinese classical poetry and 
philosophy in the last fifty years. Both 
are immensely prolific, and both have 
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for Best Book, Economic Sociology Section 

of the American Sociological Association

RAHUL SAGAR

Secrets and Leaks 

 Winner of the 2015 Myres S. McDougal 

Prize, Society of Policy Scientists

STUART B. SCHWARTZ

Sea of Storms

 Winner of the 2015 Gustav Ranis 

International Book Prize, MacMillan  

Center for International and Area Studies, 

Yale University

JOHN D. SKRENTNY

After Civil Rights

 Winner of the 2014 Western Social 

Science Association Distinguished  

Book Award

 Winner of the 2014 Richard A. Lester 

Award for the Outstanding Book  

in Industrial Relations and Labor  

Economics, Industrial Relations Section  

of Princeton University

JAMES TURNER

Philology 

 Winner of the 2015 Christian Gauss  

Award, Phi Beta Kappa Society

NOAM WASSERMAN

The Founder’s Dilemmas

 Winner, 2014 Entrepreneurship Practice 

Award, Entrepreneurship Division of the 

Academy of Management

TIMOTHY VERSTYNEN &  

BRADLEY VOYTEK

Do Zombies Dream of Undead Sheep?

 Winner of the 2015 PROSE Award in 

Biomedicine & Neuroscience, Association of 

American Publishers

CHRIS WALSH 

Cowardice

 2015 Bronze Medal Winner in the 

Independent Publisher Book Awards, World 

History category

ELLEN D. WU 
The Color of Success

 Winner of the 2014 Best First Book, 

Immigration and Ethnic History Society

ROBERT WUTHNOW

Rough Country

 Winner of the 2014 Coral Horton  

Tullis Memorial Prize, Texas State  

Historical Association

ALEXEI YURCHAK

Everything Was Forever, Until It Was  

No More

  Winner of the 2015 Prosvetitel 

(Enlightener) Book Prize 

JACK ZIPES

Grimm Legacies 

 Winner of the 2015 Chicago Folklore 

Prize, American Folklore Society and the 

University of Chicago

The awards listed here were 

announced in 2015.

FIRST STEP 

Chih-P’ing Chou, Jing Wang & Jun Lei 

 2015 First Place Book, New York Book 

Show, in the category School Publishing, 

Middle/High School publication

THE SOCIAL LIFE OF MONEY 

Nigel Dodd

 2015 AAUP Book, Jacket & Journal 

Show Selected Entry in Trade Typographic, 

Association of American University Presses

PRINCETON SCIENCE LIBRARY SERIES

 2015 First Place Cover Series, New York 

Book Show, in the category Professional, 

Scholarly Series

A DEADLY INDIFFERENCE &

MURDER AT THE MARGIN 

Marshall Jevons 

 2015 First Place Cover Series, New York 

Book Show, in the category General Trade, 

Paperback Fiction Series

THE LITTLE BIG NUMBER

Dirk Philipsen 

 2015 Merit Award Cover,  

New York Book Show, in the category 

Professional, Scholarly

THE WARBLER GUIDE APP 
Tom Stephenson & Scott Whittle

 2015 AAUP Book, Jacket & Journal  

Show Selected Entry in Digital  

Publications, Association of American 

University Presses

TOO HOT TO HANDLE 

Jonathan Zimmerman 

 2015 Third Place Cover,  

New York Book Show, in the category 

Professional, Scholarly
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introduced entirely new ways of trans-
lating Chinese poetry. Hinton’s I Ching  
is equally inventive. It is quite short, 
with only two pages allotted to each 
hexagram, presents a few excerpts from 
the original “Ten Wings” commentar-
ies, but has nothing further from Hinton 
himself, other than a short introduc-
tion. Rather than consulted, it is meant 
to be read cover to cover, like a book 
of modern poetry—though it should 
be quickly said that this is very much 
a translation, and not an “imitation” or 
a postmodern elaboration. Or perhaps 
its fragments and aphorisms are meant 
to be dipped into at random, the way  
one reads E. M. Cioran or Elias Canetti. 

Hinton adheres to a Taoist or Ch’an 
(Zen) Buddhist reading of the book, 
unconcerned with the Confucian ethi-
cal and political interpretations. His I 
Ching puts the reader into the Tao of 
nature: that is, the way of the world as it 
is exemplified by nature and embodied 
by the book. He takes the mysterious 
lines of the judgments as precursors 
to the later Taoist and Ch’an writings: 
“strategies . . . to tease the mind outside 
workaday assumptions and linguistic 
structures, outside the limitations of 
identity.” The opposite of Wilhelm’s 
Jungian self- realization, it is intended 
as a realization of selflessness. More-
over, it is based on the belief that ar-
chaic Chinese culture, living closer to 
the land—and a land that still had a 
great deal of wilderness—was less es-
tranged from nature’s Tao. 

To that end, Hinton occasionally 
translates according to a pictographic 
reading of the oldest characters, a tech-
nique first used by Ezra Pound in his 
idiosyncratic and wonderful version 
of the earliest Chinese poetry anthol-
ogy, the Book of Songs, which he titled 
The Confucian Odes. For example, 
Hinton calls Hexagram 32—usually 
translated as “Endurance” or “Dura-
tion” or “Perseverance”—“Moondrift 
Constancy,” because the character por-
trays a half- moon fixed in place with a 
line above and below it. The character 
for “Observation” becomes “Heron’s- 
Eye Gaze,” for indeed it has a heron 
and an eye in it, and nothing watches 
more closely than a waterbird. Hinton 
doesn’t do this kind of pictographic 
reading often, but no doubt Sinologists 
will be scandalized. 

The difference between the two trans-
lations—the differences among all 
translations—is apparent if we look at 
a single hexagram: number 52, called 
Gen. 

Minford translates the name as “Moun-
tain” for the hexagram is composed of 
the two Mountain trigrams, one on top 
of the other. His translation of the text 
throughout the book is minimalist, al-
most telegraphese, with each line cen-
tered, rather than flush left. He has also 
made the exceedingly strange decision 
to incorporate tags in Latin, taken from 
the early Jesuit translations, which he 
claims 

can help us relate to this deeply 
ancient and foreign text, can help 
create a timeless mood of contem-
plation, and at the same time can 
evoke indirect connections between 
the Chinese traditions of Self- 

Knowledge and Self- Cultivation . . .
and . . . the long European tradition 
of Gnosis and spiritual discipline.

In the “Book of Wisdom” section, he 
translates the “Judgment” for Hexa-
gram 52 as:

The back 
Is still 

As a Mountain; 
There is no body. 

He walks 
In the courtyard, 

Unseen. 
No Harm, 

Nullum malum.

This is followed by a long and interest-
ing exegesis on the spiritual role and 

poetic image of mountains in the Chi-
nese tradition.

Hinton calls the hexagram “Still-
ness” and translates into prose: “Still-
ness in your back. Expect nothing from 
your life. Wander the courtyard where 
you see no one. How could you ever go 
astray?” 

Wilhelm has “Keeping Still, Moun-
tain” as the name of the hexagram. His 
“Judgment” reads: 

KEEPING STILL. Keeping his 
back still 

So that he no longer feels his 
body. 

He goes into the courtyard 
And does not see his people. 
No blame.

He explains:

True quiet means keeping still 
when the time has come to keep 
still, and going forward when the 
time has come to go forward. In 
this way rest and movement are in 
agreement with the demands of the 
time, and thus there is light in life. 

The hexagram signifies the end 
and beginning of all movement. 
The back is named because in the 
back are located all the nerve fi-
bers that mediate movement. If the 
movement of these spinal nerves 
is brought to a standstill, the ego, 
with its restlessness, disappears 
as it were. When a man has thus 
become calm, he may turn to the 
outside world. He no longer sees 
in it the struggle and tumult of 

individual beings, and therefore 
he has that true peace of mind 
which is needed for understanding 
the great laws of the universe and 
for acting in harmony with them. 
Whoever acts from these deep lev-
els makes no mistakes.

The Columbia University Press I 
Ching, translated by Richard John 
Lynn and billed as the “definitive ver-
sion” “after decades of inaccurate 
translations,” has “Restraint” for Gen: 
“Restraint takes place with the back, 
so one does not obtain [sic] the other 
person. He goes into that one’s court-
yard but does not see him there. There 
is no blame.” Lynn’s odd explanation, 
based on the Han dynasty commenta-
tor Wang Bi, is that if two people have 

their backs turned, “even though they 
are close, they do not see each other.” 
Therefore neither restrains the other 
and each exercises self- restraint. 

The six judgments for the six indi-
vidual lines of Hexagram 52 travel 
through the body, including the feet, 
calves, waist, trunk, and jaws. (Wil-
helm weirdly and ahistorically specu-
lates that “possibly the words of the 
text embody directions for the practice 
of yoga.”) Thus, for line 2, Hinton has: 
“Stillness fills your calves. Raise up 
succession, all that will follow you, or 
you’ll never know contentment.” 

Minford translates it as: “The calves 
are/Still as a Mountain./Others/Are 
not harnessed./The heart is heavy.” He 
explains: “There is a potential healing, 
a Stillness. But the Energy of Others . . .
cannot be mastered and harnessed. No 
Retreat is possible, only a reluctant ac-
ceptance. One lacks the foresight for 
Retreat. Beware.”

Wilhelm’s version is: “Keeping his 
calves still./He cannot rescue him 
whom he follows./His heart is not 
glad.” This is glossed as: 

The leg cannot move indepen-
dently; it depends on the movement 
of the body. If a leg is suddenly 
stopped while the whole body is 
in vigorous motion, the continuing 
body movement will make one fall. 

The same is true of a man who 
serves a master stronger than him-
self. He is swept along, and even 
though he himself may halt on the 

path of wrongdoing, he can no lon-
ger check the other in his power-
ful movement. When the master 
presses forward, the servant, no 
matter how good his intentions, 
cannot save him.

In the “Bronze Age Oracle” sec-
tion—the original Zhou book without 
the later interpretations—Minford 
translates Gen as “Tending,” believing 
that it refers to traditional medicine and 
the need to tend the body. The “Judg-
ment” for the entire hexagram reads: 
“The back/Is tended,/The body/Unpro-
tected./He walks/In an empty court-
yard./No Harm.” He suggests that the 
“empty courtyard” is a metaphor for the 
whole body, left untended. His judge-
ment for the second line is: “The calves/
Are tended./There is/No strength/In 
the flesh./The heart/Is sad,” which he 
glosses as “There is not enough flesh on 
the calves. Loss of weight is a concern, 
and it directly affects the emotions.”

Both Richard J. Smith, in a mono-
graph on the I Ching for the Princeton 
Lives of Great Religious Books se-
ries, and Arthur Waley take the hexa-
gram back to the prevalent practice in 
the Shang dynasty of human and ani-
mal sacrifice. Smith translates Gen as 
“cleave” (but, in an entirely different 
reading, says that the word might also 
mean “to glare at”). His “Judgment” is 
puzzling: “If one cleaves the back he will 
not get hold of the body; if one goes into 
the courtyard he will not see the person. 
There will be no misfortune.” But his 
reading of line two is graphic: “Cleave 
the lower legs, but don’t remove the 
bone marrow. His heart is not pleased.”

Waley thinks Gen means “gnawing,” 
and “evidently deals with omen- taking 
according to the way in which rats, mice 
or the like have deals with the body of 
the sacrificial victim when exposed 
as ‘bait’ to the ancestral spirit.” His 
“Judgment” is: “If they have gnawed its 
back, but not possessed themselves of 
the body,/It means that you will go to a 
man’s house, but not find him at home.” 
He reads line two as: “If they gnaw the 
calf of the leg, but don’t pull out the 
bone marrow, their (i.e. the ancestors’) 
hearts do not rejoice.”

What is certain is that Hexagram 52 
is composed of two Mountain trigrams 
and has something to do with the back 
and something to do with a courtyard 
that is either empty or where the people 
in it are not seen. Otherwise, these few 
lines may be about stillness, having no 
expectations, self- restraint, peace of 
mind, knowing when not to follow a 
leader, the care of various aches and 
pains, glaring at things, and the prep-
arations for, and results of, human or 
animal sacrifices. 

None of these are necessarily misin-
terpretations or mistranslations. One 
could say that the I Ching is a mirror 
of one’s own concerns or expectations. 
But it’s like one of the bronze mirrors 
from the Shang dynasty, now covered 
in a dark blue- green patina so that it 
doesn’t reflect at all. Minford recalls 
that in his last conversation with David 
Hawkes, the dying master- scholar told 
him: “Be sure to let your readers know 
that every sentence can be read in an 
almost infinite number of ways! That 
is the secret of the book. No one will 
ever know what it really means!” In 
the I Ching, the same word means both 
“war prisoner” and “sincerity.” There is 
no book that has gone through as many 
changes as the Book of Change. 

The poet Li Po; portrait from a ceramic plate, Qing Dynasty, circa 1700
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The Truth About the Resistance
Robert O. Paxton

Fighters in the Shadows:  
A New History  
of the French Resistance 
by Robert Gildea.  
Belknap Press/ 
Harvard University Press,  
593 pp., $35.00

Histoire de la Résistance, 1940–1945 
by Olivier Wieviorka.  
Paris: Perrin, 575 pp., €25.00 (paper) 
(A translation by Jane Marie Todd, 
The French Resistance, will be 
 published by Harvard University  
Press in April 2016.)

The French Resistance cuts a wide 
swath in the public imagination, and 
not only in France. Books and films 
have planted indelible images of de-
railed trains and makeshift airstrips at 
midnight.

These images reveal only a tiny part 
of the fluctuating, diverse, squabbling 
world of the French Resistance. En-
compassing its whole range of activities 
is a challenge. In addition to sabotage, 
these activities included carrying two 
bamboo fishing poles (deux gaules—
a visual pun signifying support for 
Charles de Gaulle), scratching V for 
victory on walls, radioing intelligence 
to London before the Gestapo de-
tection team could locate the signal, 
passing downed Allied airmen along 
a chain of safe houses to the Spanish 
frontier, printing and distributing clan-
destine newssheets, even organizing a 
“secret army.” No single structure ever 
brought it all together into one capital-
ized entity that we could call “The Re-
sistance.” The resisters themselves had 
widely divergent goals. The boundar-
ies of what constituted authentic resis-
tance were always open to debate. 

First of all, who or what was being re-
sisted? De Gaulle and his Free French 
movement in London adamantly re-
jected the Franco-German armistice 
of June 1940, along with the man who 
 negotiated it, the World War I hero 
Marshal Philippe Pétain, and his new 
authoritarian French state with its tem-
porary capital at Vichy. By contrast, 
some of the autonomous resistance 
groups that sprang up inside France op-
posed only the Germans. The conserva-
tive army officer Henri Frenay, head of 
the powerful movement Combat, kept 
contacts within the Vichy government 
until April 1942. He eventually aligned 
himself (though fractiously) with de 
Gaulle. It was not rare to begin work-
ing for Vichy and then to switch sides at 
some point in 1942 or 1943, as did the 
later French president François Mit-
terrand. Another contingent secretly 
performed anti-German actions from 
within the regime, without ever break-
ing with Pétain’s authoritarian formula 
for remaking France. Robert Gildea 
leaves these Vichysto- résistants out of 
his Fighters in the Shadows while Olivier 
Wieviorka features them prominently in 
Histoire de la Résistance, 1940–1945. 

One needs also to ask what the main 
purpose of resistance was. De Gaulle 
took a predominantly military view of 
it. He wanted the movements to pre-
pare a secret underground force within 
France whose aid to an eventual Allied 

landing would be so important that 
France would emerge from the war as 
a significant power, with Free France 
as its undisputed ruling force. The gen-
eral, who always looked ahead, was 
determined to prevent the German oc-
cupation from being replaced by either 
an American or a Soviet protectorate. 
But this strategy, in the judgment both 
of de Gaulle and of the Allies, required 
the “secret army” to lay low until the 
Allies arrived. 

The Communist Party, by contrast, 
favored immediate action, to prepare 
a national revolutionary insurrection at 
the moment of liberation. But the Party 
did not come to this position right away. 
Between the outbreak of the war in Sep-
tember 1939 and the German invasion of 
the USSR on June 22, 1941, the French 
Communist Party was, as a result of 
the Nazi–Soviet Pact, a de facto ally of 
the Germans. Communist propaganda 
called for fraternization with German 
soldiers and for immediate peace, since 
it should not matter to workers whether 
the Germany of Hitler and the Krupps 
or the Britain of Churchill and the City 
won the capitalist duel.

This policy was immensely unpopu-
lar with the Communist rank and file, 
whom Vichy pursued even more vig-
orously than did the Nazis. The Party 
could later claim to have resisted Vichy 
from the beginning, but only some in-
dividual Communists engaged in anti-
German activity in these early days; 
their high point was a great strike in the 
northern coal fields in May 1941. The 
Communist leaders expected in 1940 to 

be tolerated by the Germans, and noto-
riously tried to publish their newspaper 
L’Humanité in occupied Paris. Wievi-
orka, always more interested in the 
political story than Gildea, treats this 
complicated and controversial matter 
with authority. 

The Communist Party (as distinct 
from some of its militants) began 
armed resistance on August 21, 1941, 
when Pierre Georges (later known as 
“Colonel Fabien”) assassinated the 
German naval cadet Alfons Moser in 
the Barbès-Rochechouart metro sta-
tion in Paris. Other Communist ac-
tivists killed senior officers in Nantes 
and Bordeaux soon after. The Party 
worked very effectively underground. 
It had already been declared illegal by 
the Third Republic after the conclu-
sion of the Nazi–Soviet Pact in August 
1939, and its militants were accustomed 
to operating outside the law. The Com-
munist resistance exerted a power-
ful attraction on the non- Communist 
movements, who also wanted the 
gratification of tangible results. The 
non-Communist movements thus ac-
quiesced in an outsized Communist 
role within the coordinating bodies 
eventually formed by the Resistance, 
despite the hostility of those groups to 
the Communists’ ultimate aims. 

The main drawback to immediate 
action was its high cost. The Germans 
reacted savagely to their soldiers’ as-
sassination. Hitler ordered the execu-
tion of fifty French hostages for every 
German victim. The Vichy authorities, 
substituting themselves for the con-

queror in an effort to make their state 
appear more fully sovereign, chose to 
designate the hostages themselves. 
They handed over prisoners for this 
purpose, mostly Communists or Jews 
who had been sentenced for black mar-
ket or other noncapital offenses. Vichy, 
the Resistance, and the Germans all 
suffered moral damage in this episode: 
Vichy for doing the conqueror’s dirty 
work, the Resistance for making at-
tacks that brought down reprisals on 
innocent heads. 

The German supreme commander in 
France, General Otto von Stülpnagel, 
recognizing that executing hostages 
only inflamed matters, shifted to the 
deportation of Communists and Jews, 
which he thought would arouse less 
anger in France. In February 1942 he 
chose to retire from military service. 
De Gaulle denounced the assassina-
tion of German soldiers, and it can be 
doubted that such killings really helped 
the Allied cause. But after the war the 
Communist Party staked out a major 
position in postwar commemoration 
by portraying itself as the “party of the 
75,000 martyrs [fusillés].” 

A third major issue is who the resist-
ers were. Both authors agree that they 
came from every segment of French 
society. None of the classic criteria 
of age, class, opinion, or faith apply 
conclusively. During the year of Com-
munist neutrality, the Resistance had 
a conservative nationalist tinge, start-
ing with General de Gaulle himself. 
The Communist Party’s activation in 
summer 1941 shifted the social profile 
of the Resistance toward workers and 
intellectuals. 

The next major influx came in Feb-
ruary 1943 when Vichy instituted 
an obligatory labor service that sent 
French workers to factories in Ger-
many. Thousands of réfractaires took 
refuge with resistance camps in re-
mote forests and mountains. Wieviorka 
treats this familiar tale with admirably 
fresh scholarship. He shows that only a 
minority of the young men threatened 
by labor conscription actually joined a 
maquis (the word referred to the brushy 
vegetation of Mediterranean slopes). 
Further, the resistance movements 
never really managed to feed and shel-
ter their new recruits, let alone shape 
them into a potential fighting force. 

The Vichy government helped drive 
people into resistance by taking hos-
tile measures against them, whether 
as Communists, Jews, Freemasons, 
or partisans of the Popular Front of 
1936. So there was a push as well as a 
pull in resistance recruitment. Even 
contingency could play a role, as in 
Louis Malle’s disturbing film Lacombe 
Lucien (1974). Nevertheless the great 
majority of French people remained 
unengaged, as they coped with hun-
ger, cold, and the absence of loved 
ones. So we lack any workable general 
theory of just what caused people to 
resist. We are left with personal char-
acter traits, such as force of conviction, 
inner- directedness, or impetuousness. 
According to a famous offhand remark 
by the Resistance leader Emmanuel 
d’Astier de la Vigerie, one had to be 
a misfit, but neither author accepts 

Women of the National Front, a resistance organization started by members of the  

Communist Party in 1941, celebrating the liberation of Toulouse, August 21, 1944
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this theory. It may have helped to be 
independent of family or professional 
responsibilities, but Wieviorka shows 
that the proportion of married men 
among resisters was about average. 

Foreigners had a larger part in the 
French Resistance than native-born 
resisters ever wanted to admit, an 
omission that both authors repair gen-
erously. Foreign resisters were often 
those whose bridges had all been 
burned. Veterans of the International 
Brigades who had fled from Spain in 
1939 were more important than their 
number because of their guerrilla ex-
perience, their ideological commitment 
(they hoped to tackle Franco after 
finishing off Hitler), and the unpleas-
ant options that Vichy France offered 
them—either forced repatriation or en-
rollment in labor battalions. 

The tanks bearing Spanish names 
that follow immediately behind Gen-
eral de Gaulle in the film of his march 
down the Champs-Élysées on August 
26, 1944, have puzzled many. They be-
longed to the Spanish volunteers of La 
Nueve, the ninth battalion of the Second 
French Armored Division. According 
to a persistent legend, they were there 
partly because the other battalions of 
the Second French Armored Division 
contained large numbers of African 
troops, and someone on Eisenhower’s 
staff didn’t want the victory parade to 
look so black. Which brings us to an-
other category of liberation fighters—
if not of classical resisters: between 50 
and 60 percent of the soldiers of the new 
French units formed in North Africa 
and armed by the United States dur-
ing 1943 for later action in France came 
from French colonies in the Maghreb 
and in sub- Saharan Africa. 

Foreign Jewish immigrants formed 
an important part of the Resistance. 
Many young men among them, eager to 
fight Hitler, had joined the Foreign Le-
gion in 1939. In 1940, however, Vichy of-
fered only harsh options to demobilized 
Jewish veterans without other resources: 
service in labor battalions or intern-
ment. Communists among them went 
underground with the Main-d’Oeuvre 
immigrée (MOI), one of the Party’s 
most aggressive paramilitary groups. 
Most MOI fighters were caught and ex-
ecuted, and the Communist leadership 
seems not to have helped them much at 
the time, or recognized their contribu-
tion later. Zionists had their own orga-
nizations, such as the Armée Juive, that 
started with relief work and education 
and became radicalized as loved ones 
were taken away (a process repeated 
within many resistance movements). 

Female resisters were underesti-
mated in the first postwar summings up, 
but their contribution is a staple of the 
new Resistance scholarship. They pro-
tested at empty markets, transported 
messages, radios, and even weapons 
in the bottom of baby carriages, dis-
tributed clandestine newspapers, and 
sometimes participated in combat. A 
few (Marie-Madeleine Fourcade, Berty 
Albrecht) filled leadership roles. Gil-
dea devotes a whole chapter to the ac-
complishments of women who resisted, 
while Wieviorka, always more analyti-
cal, provides some numbers and relates 
their engagement to wider trends to-
ward female entry into the professions 
and public life.

How many authentic resisters were 
there? The most official number, those 

awarded the coveted postwar Carte de 
combattant volontaire de la Résistance 
that entitled one to veterans’ benefits 
(262,730 as of 2008), is too low: it in-
cludes few civil resisters and almost 
no women. At the other extreme, if 
we count those who read the approxi-
mately 1,200 clandestine newspapers, 
we find a broader circle of several mil-
lion sympathizers willing to take some 
risks. If one defines authentic resistance 
as including some degree of illegal ac-
tion, as one must, the best estimates lie 
between 300,000 and 500,000 active 
resisters. The numbers started small, of 
course, and grew as hope returned and 
as the occupation grew harsher. 

General de Gaulle made a long and 
arduous effort to unify all resisters 
under his leadership. The move-
ments in France, however, having 
arisen spontaneously, resented 
the pretensions of this “émigré” in 
London (referring to the French 
aristocrats who idled in Germany 
or England during the Terror of 
1793–1794). De Gaulle needed 
their support in order to be able to 
demonstrate to the Allies—partic-
ularly the doubtful Americans—
that he had sufficient popular 
backing in France to be the coun-
try’s legitimate postwar leader. 
(Roosevelt wanted to wait until the 
French could elect their leader.) 
The internal resistance move-
ments, in turn, needed weapons 
and money from Free France. So 
they grudgingly entered a National 
Council of the Resistance under de 
Gaulle’s delegate Jean Moulin. 

When the Germans captured 
Moulin on June 21, 1943, however, 
and tortured him to death, the 
movements reasserted themselves. 
De Gaulle’s authority emerged 
clearly only in summer 1944, when 
power changed hands upon the ar-
rival of the Allied armies. Local 
Vichy officials yielded their posts 
quietly to de Gaulle’s handpicked re-
placements, who were well received by 
a public won over to the general by four 
years of BBC broadcasts. The Commu-
nists, surely with Stalin’s acquiescence, 
turned in their arms without a peep. 
Wieviorka gives a fuller account of 
these political maneuvers than Gildea.

The Allies, and especially the Amer-
icans, never come off very well in Re-
sistance historiography. The British 
operated their own intelligence and sab-
otage networks in France in competition 
with the Gaullist ones. The Allied com-
manders had little faith in the resisters’ 
military potential, and never supplied 
as many weapons as the movements 
wanted. The question remains whether 
the Resistance might have contributed 
more to the liberation of France if the 
Allies had given them more equipment. 

Roosevelt notoriously refused to rec-
ognize de Gaulle’s Free French as the 
legitimate government of France until 
after D-Day, and actively backed other 
French leaders such as the supreme 
commander of Vichy forces, Admiral 
François Darlan, who happened to be 
in North Africa when the Allies landed 
in November 1942; after Darlan’s as-
sassination, Roosevelt turned to the 
reactionary General Henri Giraud. 
Gildea suggests, without evidence, that 
Roosevelt still wanted to deal with the 
Vichy leaders as late as 1944, while 
Wieviorka attributes Roosevelt’s ac-
tions more plausibly to realpolitik. In 
November 1942, notably, he needed 

Admiral Darlan to order Vichy armed 
forces to stop firing at Allied soldiers 
coming ashore in North Africa. 

Writing the history of the Resistance 
poses particular problems. For a long 
time the survivors controlled the story, 
aided by the relative scarcity of docu-
mentary evidence: resisters wrote down 
as little as possible, and swallowed pa-
pers if apprehended. Now most of the 
veterans are dead, and the time of the 
historians has come. Monographs on 
individual movements and leaders have 
recently put the subject firmly into the 
hands of scholars and their sources. 

These two books, the work of sea-
soned scholars and energetic research-
ers, give us at last authoritative general 
surveys. They approach the subject dif-

ferently. Gildea has chosen, somewhat 
against current trends, to center his nar-
rative upon numerous personal recollec-
tions and interviews recorded after the 
liberation. Despite the evident problems 
of memory, particularly where emotion-
ally charged subjects are concerned, he 
has wanted to recapture authentic feel-
ings. His narrative is vivid and powerful, 
and he has not neglected current schol-
arly findings. Wieviorka has included 
more quantitative data, more political 
and social analysis, and gives us gener-
ally a more comprehensive work. The 
two could very usefully be read together.

The ultimate question is what dif-
ference the French Resistance really 
made. Wieviorka considers this matter 
most fully. It is inescapable that most 
resistance actions within France failed. 
They resulted in the capture or death 
of those responsible and, even more 
regrettably, in harsh reprisals against 
nearby villagers who not infrequently 
took a dim view of resisters. Every 
attempt by the Resistance to estab-
lish control over some French terri-
tory in advance of the Allied landing 
was crushed by German forces, aided 
by the French supplementary police, 
the notorious Milice: the Glières pla-
teau in the Alps and Mont Mouchet 
in the Massif Central, for example. 
The most substantial such base set up 
after D-Day, in the Alpine redoubt of 
the Vercors, was overrun by German 

troops and the Milice after both the 
Allies and de Gaulle declined to send 
serious reinforcements. 

Some Resistance units, excited by 
the news of D-Day, took control of 
some French towns prematurely, at 
heavy cost. The main street of Tulle, 
for example, was lined with the bodies 
of ninety-nine resisters hanged from 
lampposts by returning German forces. 
The Resistance was never able to liber-
ate definitively any French territory on 
its own except in association with Al-
lied armies, as in Brittany in July 1944, 
and in the Rhône Valley after Allied 
forces landed on the Mediterranean 
coast on August 15, 1944.

Other Resistance contributions af-
fected military outcomes more tan-

gibly. Information supplied by 
resisters about the location and 
strength of German military units 
was invaluable. Sabotage could 
sometimes achieve better results 
than Allied bombing, and without 
civilian casualties. Resistance ad-
vocates claim that the Allies used 
them too little. But in some cases, 
as with the heavily reinforced 
German submarine pens on the 
Atlantic coast, they lacked suffi-
ciently heavy explosives. Rescu-
ing downed Allied airmen clearly 
helped. A major contribution of 
resisters was sabotaging roads 
and railroads so successfully dur-
ing the Normandy landings that 
German reinforcements were 
delayed for days and sometimes 
weeks. The bottom line is that 
the Resistance did not change the 
war’s outcome. The Allies were 
going to win, whether the French 
Resistance helped them or not. 

Comparison helps weigh the 
achievements of the French Resis-
tance. Resistance movements had 
less military impact in France than 
in Yugoslavia or behind the lines in 
the Soviet Union, though probably 

more than in Italy. On a more positive 
note, power was transferred smoothly 
in France at the liberation, without the 
bitter conflicts that occurred in Yugo-
slavia, Belgium, and especially Greece. 
The feared civil war never took place. 

Wieviorka shows that Resistance 
leaders had a curiously small part in 
postwar French political life. They 
adapted poorly to electoral politics. 
Unlike the immovable Marshal Tito 
in Yugoslavia, de Gaulle withdrew 
early from public life (temporarily, as 
it turned out) in January 1946. The 
memory of the Resistance, by contrast, 
continues to be reworked. On May 27, 
2015, the ethnographer Germaine Til-
lion and de Gaulle’s niece Geneviève de 
Gaulle-Anthonioz were reburied with 
great pomp in the Panthéon, along with 
Pierre Brossolette, Jean Moulin’s rival 
as de Gaulle’s main agent in France, and 
Jean Zay, a former Popular Front min-
ister murdered by the Milice in 1944. 
The two doubled the number of women 
in that very masculine national shrine.

Quite possibly the Resistance’s prin-
cipal legacy was emotional recovery 
from the humiliation of 1940. It “al-
lowed us to look at a Russian, British 
or American soldier without blushing,” 
recalled the journalist and resister 
Roger Stéphane in the 1950s. “Never 
had so many men consciously run so 
many risks for such a small thing: a 
desire to bear witness. Perhaps it is ab-
surd, but it was by such absurdities that 
we restored our dignity as men.” 

An anti-German poster by P. Sainturat saying  

‘Out with this Swabian Junk’ and showing a  

French broom, with a tricolored handle, sweeping  

away Nazism after the liberation of France, 1945
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Bizet Wins at the Met
Geoffrey O’Brien

Les Pêcheurs de Perles  
[The Pearl Fishers]
an opera by Georges Bizet,  
produced by Penny Woolcock,  
at the Metropolitan Opera,  
New York City, December 31, 2015–
February 4, 2016 

“It’s a B- opera,” a voice purred sar-
donically in the row behind me at the 
Met, making a small puncture mark in 
what felt otherwise like general warm 
enthusiasm following a performance 
of Georges Bizet’s Les Pêcheurs de 
Perles. The speaker had a point. If a 
B- opera is something like a B- movie, 
then The Pearl Fishers has some of the 
same characteristics—brevity, spareness 
(four solo voices and a chorus carry the 
whole show), and rapid exposition—
and is built around a libretto whose 
central elements might call to mind a 
Hollywood second feature along the 
lines of Bird of Paradise or Pearl of the 
South Pacific: an exotic isle (Ceylon), 
a prohibited desire, two friends torn 
apart by their love for the same woman, 
a devastating storm interpreted by su-
perstitious islanders as a manifestation 
of divine wrath. In fact it was librettos 
like this that forged the path to second 
features like that. 

Bizet, who was twenty- four at the 
time, was handed the libretto on short 
notice and can hardly be blamed for its 
thinness, pressured as he was to com-
plete the score within a few months. 
In the event he turned its shortcom-
ings into virtues. The blank spaces 
where characterization and dramatic 
development might have been be-
came a generously open field for self- 
sufficient lyricism. The plot, such as it 
is, can be reduced to an overlapping set 
of mechanically laid- out conflicts: the 
priestess Leila (sworn to preserve her 
chastity to secure divine protection for 
the pearl fishers) is torn between her 
religious vow and her uncontrollable 
passion for the hunter Nadir, Nadir 
is torn between his passion for Leila 
and his friendship with the fisherman 
Zurga, and Zurga is torn between his 
friendship with Nadir and his jealous 
rage at being rejected by Leila. 

After Leila and Nadir are caught in a 
forbidden embrace and condemned to 
death, it will be up to Zurga—in rue-
ful atonement for having stirred up the 
pearl fishers to demand the execution 
of the lovers—to help the couple escape 
and offer himself to the vengeance of 
the mob. One might say that The Pearl 
Fishers is in some way “about” passion 
and friendship and, perhaps, the per-
ils of superstitious belief, but the same 
could be said about the average Jon 
Hall vehicle. The opera’s true subject is 
its own music, which is another way of 
saying that it is indeed about passion.

The Ceylon on which The Pearl Fish-
ers is set is as much an alternate fantasy 
world as any of the exotic locations in 
Rameau’s Les Indes Galantes (1735), 
updated with a very slight sprinkling of 
mid- nineteenth- century ethnographic 
pretensions. Essentially it’s an empty 
arena where elemental passions can 
surge unrestrainedly (until they slap up 
against the limits of an ominous and in-
transigent religion), a zone airily unen-
cumbered by the tedium of European 
details and procedures and oppressive 

furniture. Penny Woolcock’s produc-
tion, which originated at the English 
National Opera, fills out that zone by 
bringing the opera into something re-
sembling the present. For the ruined 
pagoda and the scattering of bamboo 
huts and palm trees indicated in the li-
bretto, she has substituted a populous 
waterfront shantytown whose pagoda 
is flanked on the far shore by a bill-
board advertising pearls. That it’s the 
modern world can be deduced from 
the blue jeans and wristwatches and re-
frigerators in evidence here and there, 
interspersed among more traditional 
accoutrements and structures. 

The updating has oddly little effect 
on the import of the story; the central 
romantic triangle and the condemna-
tion of the lovers by a punitive religious 
law are not significantly reshaped by 
being moved out of their timeless set-
ting. The novel and unavoidable asso-
ciation provoked by this modernizing 
is the thought of the rising sea levels 
that in the era of global warming put 
such island communities in jeopardy. 
The association is underscored by 
the projection, later in the opera, of a 
photographic image of a giant wave, 
prompting memories of the tsunami 
of 2004. It is perhaps an attempt to 
reframe the devastating storm that be-
falls Zurga and his people—a disaster 
that for the Paris audience of 1863 was 
no more than the occasion for a frisson 
of romantic sublimity—by placing it 
under the sign of a genuine impending 
catastrophe. 

On the other hand, the water ballet 
with which Woolcock opens her pro-

duction over the prelude with its rhythm 
of slowly pulsing tide, in which through 
a scrim we are shown a convincing il-
lusion of divers gliding down through 
the sea’s depths and then shooting up 
toward the light of the surface, seems 
to evoke and surpass the spectacular 
theatrical effects of Bizet’s day. As the 
curtain rises the orchestra picks up the 
pace for the opening chorus, a vigor-
ous collective song to drive away evil 
spirits whose thundering kettledrum 
accompaniment and hammerlike re-
frain—Chassez, chassez les esprits 
méchants!—tunes instantly into a 
world of unbridled folk energies. As he 
would do even more overpoweringly in 
Carmen, Bizet finds a choral language 
to express a crowd’s excitement, and al-
ready hints at underlying menace.

Pieces of exposition are quickly laid 
down, as Zurga (Mariusz Kwiecien) is 
elected village chief by acclamation and 
his friend Nadir (Matthew Polenzani) 
returns after a year’s absence boast-
ing in quick and jaunty fashion about 
his encounters with tigers, jaguars, and 
panthers; then most of the chorus wan-
ders off so that the two men can launch 
into their celebrated tenor- baritone 
duet “Au fond du temple saint,” of an 
unalloyed gorgeousness bound to melt 
most resistance. The melting of resis-
tance is indeed the subject at hand, as 
the two men revive their shared mem-
ory of seeing for the first time, thanks 
to a parted veil, the divinely beautiful 
priestess Leila (Diana Damrau). The 
recitative that precedes the duet is al-
most ominous in its descending lines, 
as if to signal the entry into a forbidden 
precinct. Stepping past that moment of 
transition we are abruptly in the heart 

of the opera, where constrictions fall 
away and we are encouraged simply to 
bathe in the pleasures of tone and its 
ornamentations, accented by flute and 
harp, prolonging an emotion in luxuri-
ant indulgence. 

The superb performance by the two 
singers produced the necessary sense 
of a suspension of time and of ordi-
nary law. The erotic is fused with the 
religious aura in a fine intertwining of 
purity and perverse desire, an inter-
twining in which the music makes itself 
thoroughly at home. (The exotic setting 
conveniently alleviates this mixing of 
sacred and profane.) External dramas 
will be little more than distractions in 
The Pearl Fishers; its deepest pleasures 
are in the moments when all that narra-
tive can be kept at bay, erased by a lyric 
outpouring fortified by distinctive lash-
ings of orchestral coloring decisively 
applied by conductor Gianandrea 
Noseda. For most of its length—or at 
least for most of its first two acts, before 
the demands of plot resolution take 
over in the last—the opera is not a se-
ries of dramatic encounters but rather 
a dreamy succession of states of being.

It is music whose ostensible subject 
is emotion recollected. In their duet 
Zurga and Nadir anticipate what they 
will one day remember when every-
thing else has faded. In Nadir’s great 
aria “Je crois entendre encore”—sung 
with rare beauty by Polenzani—he re-
lives his memory of what he once heard 
Leila singing. His vocal lines become 
in effect a description of hers, and his 
singing the sound of power held back, 
self- consumed, the highest note not de-
fiantly projected but tapering off into 
internalized silence. 

In her prayer to Brahma, just at the 
moment when she is about to let ev-
erything slide into crisis for love of 
Nadir, Leila sings about her own song, 
her own voice as it rides a rhythm sug-
gesting some seaborne lullaby. It is 
the sound of her voice, as the chorus 
affirms, that will avert danger, and as 
sung by Damrau her trilling elabora-
tions are beseeching flares launched 
into darkness. Each of the principal 
singers seemed perfectly attuned to 
such implications; the strength and del-
icacy with which each note was shaped 
and each line followed, as if some fresh 
nuance of emotion were just then being 
uncovered, affirmed the sincerity by 
which the music triumphs over any in-
sufficiencies of the libretto.

Utter conviction is the only way to go 
with such material. There was at least 
one dodgy moment when Leila’s sud-
den recognition of Nadir in the wel-
coming crowd—Ah! c’est lui!—set off 
a minor wave of giggles. For a second 
the whole illusion teetered, with the 
danger that the dramaturgical under-
pinnings would be seen for what they 
were, triggering the kind of nervous 
distancing laughter one sometimes 
hears at screenings of old movies. 

The music saved matters, as it does 
most of the time in The Pearl Fishers, 
establishing as it does a place of refuge 
from the drama itself, a paradise of 
secrecy in which there is unhindered 
freedom to contemplate the woman 
behind a veil, the woman seen at night 

Diana Damrau as Leila in Georges Bizet’s opera Les Pêcheurs de Perles
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when she thinks herself alone, the 
woman overheard singing her inner-
most thoughts. An air of almost trance- 
like passivity surrounds the lovers 
drawn helplessly to each other. They 
are incapable of doing anything at all 
except sing about what they are feeling. 
If the words they sing are often a dis-
tillation of poetic banalities of the pe-
riod—au sein de la nuit /transparent et 
pur/comme dans un rêve (in the heart 
of the night/transparent and pure/as in 
a dream)—Bizet finds a way to attach a 
real value to them. 

In the opera’s last stretch—from 
the moment Leila and Nadir are ap-
prehended by the outraged high priest 
Nourabad (Nicolas Testé)—the magic 
dissipates somewhat as the indignation 
of the mob and Zurga’s jealous fury 
take charge of events. Leila and Nadir 
are taken prisoner, and Leila pleads 
with Zurga for her lover’s life in a duet 
that gives them plenty of opportunities 
for dramatic singing but whose vehe-
ment style is at odds with the spell cre-
ated earlier. Zurga is described in the 

Met program as a “complex” character, 
but as one watches him lurch from one 
emotion to its contrary according to  
the schematic promptings of the plot, he 
begins to seem merely erratic, despite 
the best efforts of Mariusz Kwiecien 
to create a coherent portrait of a petty 
local despot recovering his truer self at 
last.

In fact the resolution imagined by 
the librettists—Zurga sets the offstage 
dwellings of the pearl fishers on fire 
in order to get them out of the way so 
he can liberate the captives awaiting 
execution—is notably hurried and un-
convincing. Here the conflagration was 
visible, as the settlement at the rear of 
the stage went up in flames, creating a 
suitable contrast to the watery imag-
ery of the opening. Stagecraft comes 
to the rescue of a slightly muffled end-
ing, as Zurga is left alone to confront 
the vengeance of the frustrated mob, 
while the lovers, vindicated despite 
having fallen into “the accursed snares 
of love,” make their getaway to some 
other  island, some other opera.  

My favorite big slum was the matter

if you need to be.

It had a rhythm all its own.

You’re the driver. Let’s wait a second,

and get moving.

Don’t get any on it.

Was I ever! Refrigerate after opening.

I do so want not to be alone,

not after eleven o’clock at night . . .

The ship breaks up . . .

You look nice,

giving away like that.

I’ll buy you this and buy you that:

a closer look, a nice warm bed 

to hide under

in the event that . . .

His majesty is indisposed,

steals the show as quite collectible,

adding insult to injury,

touching but often hilarious.

God and I had a good laugh over that one.

We lived in a suburban rumor mill a century ago,

now and right around the corner from

business thing.

He felt we were alone.

Few pamphleteers or blue gum

as I came from . . .

and they aren’t too happy.

It might be here tonight. I’ll have to see.

Almost no one needs her light,

ambles away in shambles. Brass epitaph . . .

I’m turning this off tonight,

beautiful anxiety. What I understand is

no death. Fail in the part where

the ship breaks up,

scissored down. 

—John Ashbery
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A Country Breaking Down
Elizabeth Drew
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It would be helpful if there 
were another word for “infra-
structure”: it’s such an earnest 
and passive word for the blood 
vessels of this country, the cru-
cial conveyors and connections 
that get us from here to there 
(or not) and the ports that fa-
cilitate our trade (or don’t), as 
well as the carriers of informa-
tion, in particular broadband 
(if one is connected to it), and 
other unreliable structures. 
The word “crisis” is also over-
used, applied to the unim-
portant as well as the crucial. But this 
country has an infrastructure crisis. 

The near- total failure of our politi-
cal institutions to invest for the future, 
eschewing what doesn’t yield the quick 
payoff, political and physical, has left 
us with hopelessly clogged traffic, at 
risk of being on a bridge that collapses, 
or on a train that flies off defective 
rails, or with rusted pipes carrying 
our drinking water. Broadband is our 
new interstate highway system, but 
not everyone has access to it—a divi-
sion largely based on class. Depending 
on the measurement used, the United 
States ranks from fourteenth to thirti-
eth among all nations in its investments 
in infrastructure. The wealthiest nation 
on earth is nowhere near the top.

Congress’s approval last December 
of a five- year bill to spend $305 billion 
to improve the nation’s highway system 
occasioned much self- congratulation 
that the lawmakers actually got some-
thing done. But with an increase in the 
gasoline tax politically off-limits, the 
means for paying for it are dubious and 
uncertain. This was the longest- term 
highway bill passed since 1998 and 
the thirty- fifth extension of an autho-
rization of highway construction since 
2005. Some of the extensions of the 
highway program approved by Con-
gress lasted for only three months. The 
previous extension was for just over 
three weeks. Such practices don’t allow 
for much planning of the construction 

or repair of highways and bridges and 
mass transit systems. 

Our political myopia has put us in ac-
tual physical danger as we go about the 
mundane business of getting about. We 
let essential structures and facilities 
deteriorate or go unbuilt. A politician 
is more likely get in trouble with con-
stituents for spending federal money 
than for not spending federal money. 
Moreover, as a rule Washington politi-
cians, whether in office for two or four 
or six years, aren’t keen on spending 
for something that doesn’t have a near-
term payoff—perhaps a structure that 

they can dedicate and even get their 
names inscribed on. 

The water pipes underneath the 
White House are said to still be made 
of wood, as are some others in the na-
tion’s capital and some cities across 
the country. We admire Japan’s and 
France’s “bullet trains” that get people 
to their destination with remarkable 
efficiency, but many other nations have 
them as well, including Russia, Turkey, 
and Uzbekistan. A friend of mine re-
cently rode on the Turkish bullet train 
and noted that the coffee in his full 
cup didn’t spill. Last year, Japan dem-
onstrated its new maglev train, which, 
using electromagnets, levitates above 
the tracks, and can go about an amaz-
ing 375 miles per hour, making it the 
fastest train in the world. The fastest 
commercially used maglev, in Shang-
hai, goes up to 288 miles per hour. But 
the United States hasn’t a single system 
that meets all the criteria of high- speed 
rail. President Obama has proposed a 
system of high-speed railroads, which 
has gone nowhere in Congress.

When it comes to providing the es-
sentials of a modern society, it has to 
be said that we’re a backward country. 
California Governor Jerry Brown, a 
longtime visionary, has initiated the 
building of a high- speed rail system be-
tween Los Angeles and San Francisco; 
one high- speed rail system scheduled 

to come into service soon to carry peo-
ple between the wealthy cities of Dallas 
and Houston will be privately financed. 
(Shopping and business made easier.) 
But not many communities have the 
means to build their own train.

Every four years, the American Soci-
ety of Civil Engineers (ASCE) conducts 
a study of where the United States 
stands in providing needed infrastruc-
ture in various sectors. Though the or-
ganization obviously has an interest in 
the creation of more construction jobs, 
its analyses, based as they are on infor-
mation from other studies, are taken 

seriously by nonpartisan experts in the 
field. In the ASCE’s most recent report 
card, issued in 2013, the combined sec-
tors received an overall grade of D+. 
In the various sectors, the grades were: 
aviation, D; bridges, C+; inland water-
ways, D– ; ports, C; rail, C+; roads, D; 
mass transit, D; schools, D ; hazardous 
waste, D; drinking water, D. No sector 
received an A. That none of the infra-
structure categories received an F is 
hardly grounds for celebration.

The ASCE says that the estimated 
need of support for America’s infra-
structure by 2020 is $3.6 trillion. Total 
spending at current levels is estimated 
by the ASCE to be $253 billion annu-
ally and estimated spending between 
2013 and 2020, before passage of the 
highway bill, is estimated at $2 trillion, 
leaving us $1.6 trillion short. 

We watched in horror in August 2007 
when during the evening rush hour a 
bridge in Minneapolis over the Missis-
sippi River collapsed, killing thirteen 
people and injuring another 145. In 
Washington State in 2013 a bridge with 
two cars on it collapsed. The ASCE’s 
2013 report card said that one in nine 
bridges was structurally deficient; that 
as of 2013 the average age of the nation’s 
607,380 bridges was forty- two years, 
while the Federal Highway Administra-
tion estimates that “more than 30 per-
cent of existing bridges have exceeded 
their fifty- year design life.” According 
to the ASCE, to have safe bridges by 

2028, the US needs to invest $20.5 bil-
lion per year, but current spending an-
nually on bridges is $12.8 billion. 

As for aviation, the report said, “The 
national cost of airport congestion and 
delays was almost $22 billion in 2012.” 
Inland waterways, which get little at-
tention, are, the ASCE says, “the hid-
den backbone of our freight network,” 
carrying “the equivalent of about 51 
million truck trips each year.” But the 
waterways haven’t been updated since 
the 1950s and because half of the locks, 
according to the ASCE, are over fifty 
years old, barges have to be stopped for 

hours each day, “preventing 
goods from getting to market 
and driving up costs.”

As for ports, critical to the 
US as a trading nation, a few 
have been built by private 
investment through port au-
thorities—some of these, as 
has been apparent in New Jer-
sey, can get enmeshed in petty 
local politics; but dredging to 
accommodate large vessels 
is paid for in large part by 
the federal government and 
federal spending for that has 
decreased.

The recently enacted high-
way bill will make only a dent 
in the needed roadway con-
struction. According to the 
ASCE, 42 percent of American 
major urban highways remain 
congested, costing the US 
economy roughly $101 billion 
in wasted time and fuel an-
nually. As of 2013, the report 
said, 32 percent of America’s 
major roads were “in poor 
or mediocre condition.” As a 
result of congestion, accord-

ing to the ASCE, Americans wasted 1.9 
billion gallons of gasoline and an aver-
age of thirty- four hours in 2010, and 
the cost to the US economy of wasted 
fuel was $101 billion. But the mass 
transit we now have far from makes 
up for the road conditions, and isn’t 
available to an estimated 45 percent of 
American households; millions more 
have inadequate mass transit systems. 
The report said that “deficient and de-
teriorating transit systems cost the US 
economy $90 billion in 2010.” At the 
time of the report, the Federal Transit 
Administration estimated a backlog of 
nearly $78 billion in maintaining mass  
transit. 

Perhaps a step forward was taken in 
a bill passed in 2012, called America 
Fast Forward, to encourage local gov-
ernments to float bonds to pay for im-
provements in mass transit. This was 
the first time that the Obama adminis-
tration backed public– private partner-
ships to achieve federal goals. It was 
based on a program developed the pre-
vious year for Los Angeles County that 
was intended to raise $45 billion to in-
vest in mass transit, in order to change 
LA from an automobile- based culture 
to a community based on mass transit. 

Finally, the level of federal invest-
ment in fixing the aging electrical grid 
and the pipelines for distributing en-
ergy was leading to an increasing num-
ber of power failures and interruptions. 
This category received a grade of D+. 

Rescue workers gathered below the Interstate 35W bridge in downtown Minneapolis after it collapsed  

and fell into the Mississippi River and onto its banks during evening rush hour, August 2007
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A symptom of this country’s dismal 
record of providing for these civic es-
sentials is the fairly large number of 
books published recently that try to 
call attention to the infrastructure 
crisis. Some are more comprehensive 
than others. For example a book solely 
about rust, titled Rust: The Longest 
War, by Jonathan Waldman, provides 
case studies of projects that have been 
allowed to rust to death (a steel mill) or 
to continue with rust in them (tin cans), 
or projects that had to be rescued from 
dangerous levels of corrosion (the 
Statue of Liberty). 

In his very readable book, Waldman 
assesses the annual cost of rust to the 
country at more than $400 billion, or 
3 percent of GNP. An official in charge 

of the Pentagon’s hardly known Office 
of Corrosion Policy and Oversight says 
that rust is the navy’s number one foe. 
Rust degrades automobiles’ brake lin-
ings, risking deadly accidents. (Rusty 
pipes are what caused the crisis of lead 
in the water in Flint, Michigan.) Wald-
man’s positive news, meager as it is, 
is that engineers are starting to think 
more about the materials they use so as 
to avoid corrosion. But he accepts the 
verdict of an expert who said that “the 
field remains poorly defined and inad-
equately respected.”

Move: Putting America’s Infrastruc-
ture Back in the Lead, by Harvard 
Business School professor Rosabeth 
Moss Kanter, brings a clear focus to a 
sprawling phenomenon: the inadequate 
care now given to our nation’s modes of 
transportation. Her thesis is that we’re 
stuck. Traffic is clogged, flights are de-
layed, trains are late, bridges collapse, 
public transit breaks down—and the 
political system is incapable of making 
the investments that would keep these 
things from happening. 

But the book’s comprehensive view 
of infrastructure is also its weakness: it 
leaves the reader somewhat bewildered 
about priorities. Like others, Kanter 
suggests that more projects be paid for 
through public– private partnerships. 
She urges that local communities un-
dertake the big necessary projects and 

that they depend less on Congress to 
deliver funding, which is all well and 
good if cities and states have the will 
and the resources to invest in large, 
expensive projects and if they distrib-
ute them fairly among neighborhoods, 
some of which can contribute little to 
pay for them. 

Kanter argues that we should forget 
fighting about the gasoline tax to pay 
for highway and bridge construction. In 
fact she advises forgetting about Con-
gress when it comes to help on these 
projects. But later in the book she urges 
that Congress make a larger investment 
in the nation’s infrastructure. She wants 
us to address more analytically how cit-
ies work. Kanter says, “The American 
dilemma is politics, not money.” But it’s 

the politics that produces the money, 
or not—the degree of the willingness 
of politicians to risk riling their con-
stituents by calling for more money to 
go into projects whose importance isn’t 
widely accepted (such as Alaska’s pro-
posed “bridge to nowhere,” which was 
finally canceled last year) or for projects 
that benefit one neighborhood over oth-
ers. In the end, Kanter points to what 
we usually point to when we want dif-
ficult things to happen: leadership. “It’s 
all a matter of leadership,” she writes. 
If only the problems were that simple. 

The Road Taken: The History and 
Future of America’s Infrastructure by 
Henry Petroski is a thorough account of 
how our highway system got to be what it 
is. From Petroski we learn, for example, 
why there’s a white line down the middle 
of a road; why even-numbered roads go 
east–west and odd ones go north–south. 
He also gives us the enticing visions of 
self-healing asphalt that will fix potholes 
right away and self-heating concrete. 
Petroski writes that “shortchanging our 
investments in infrastructure is short-
changing the well-being and optimism 
in future generations and the prospect 
for economic growth.”

He describes clearly the deteriora-
tion of many of the roads we heavily 
depend on. Along the way, Petroski, a 
professor of civil engineering at Duke, 
opens our eyes to an important histori-

cal point. Though President Dwight 
D. Eisenhower is generally credited 
with our national highway system, 
the concept originated with Franklin 
Roosevelt, who envisioned an “inter- 
regional system” and drew up plans for 
a greatly expanded highway system, but 
the plans got bogged down in an argu-
ment over whether urban or rural areas 
were to be the greater beneficiaries, so 
it fell to Eisenhower to implement Roo-
sevelt’s concept. 

The title of Ted Koppel’s new book, 
Lights Out: A Cyberattack, A Nation 
Unprepared, Surviving the Aftermath, 
sums up its message. Koppel writes 
grippingly about our electrical grid’s 
vulnerability and the possible conse-
quences of a major cyberattack on it, 
which he considers likely. During the 
one nuclear near collision the United 
States had with the Soviet Union, the 
Cuban missile crisis in October 1962, 
leaders could communicate with one 
another to prevent calamity. But now, 
according to Koppel, “for the first 
time in the history of warfare, small 
groups, even individuals, can under-
mine the critical infrastructure of a 
state.” He offers evidence that questions 
the soothing assurances of officials of 
the Department of Homeland Security 
that the electrical grid is “resilient” to 
attack. The malware in our adversaries’ 
computer systems could paralyze the 
nation, cripple our defense capacities, 
and cause major loss of lives. Koppel’s 
book is as incisive as it is disturbing.

The congressionally approved meth-
ods of paying for the recently passed 
bill to spend $305 billion over five 
years on building and repairing roads, 
bridges, and mass transit systems re-
flect the difficulty of finding ways to 
pay for infrastructure projects—or 
what are called in Washington lingo 
the “pay- fors.” The obvious approach 
of paying for roads with the proceeds 
of the gasoline tax, as has been done 
in the past, has been overtaken by the 
recent rampant and mindless anti- tax 
fever, with the result that the gas tax 
hasn’t been raised since 1993, when it 
was set at 18.4 cents per gallon—and 
wasn’t indexed for inflation. 

Had inflation been taken into ac-
count, the gas tax would now be 30.1 
cents per gallon—almost twice what it 
is now. When the tax was first imposed 
the price of gasoline was around $1.00 
per gallon. After some periods when it 
was higher—usually due to shortages 
and Middle East wars—the price is 
again unusually low. According to the 
AAA, it’s now below $2.00 in forty- 
one states. The highest recent price 
was $3.91 in May 2011. Gasoline taxes 
in the United States are lower than in 
any other country except Mexico. Eu-
ropeans pay the highest gas taxes in the 
world, from $6.00 to $10.00 per gallon. 
(Progress in making cars more fuel- 
efficient results in the gas tax bringing 
in less than it otherwise would.)

With the gas tax paying for only a 
portion of the $305 billion cost of the 
latest highway bill, members of Con-
gress were creative in finding the funds 
to make up the difference. Perhaps 
the most troubling method they came 
up with was raiding the funds held by 
the Federal Reserve system in case of 
an emergency need for liquidity in the 
economy, or to rescue a bank—it’s re-
ferred to as the Fed’s “rainy day fund.” 
The Fed, not at all happy about its 

A shuttered train terminal in Buffalo, New York, 2015; photograph by Matt Black
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emergency fund being tapped to pay for 
a program irrelevant to its responsibili-
ties, issued a statement saying, “Using 
the resources of the Federal Reserve to 
finance fiscal spending . . . infringes on 
the independence of the central bank 
and weakens fiscal discipline.” 

Though this procedure wasn’t with-
out precedent, it went much further 
than anything previously enacted in 
placing a limit on the Fed’s surplus. 
The highway program will obtain ad-
ditional funds through a reduction in 
the amount of the dividends the Fed 
pays to banks (which own stock in the 
Fed). These provisions amount to un-
precedented intrusion in its activities. 
The Fed is supposed to be independent 
from political interference but now the 
Republicans want to draw on and con-
trol its resources for their own political 
purposes.

Other sources of funds to pay for 
the highway bill are to be derived from 
selling millions of barrels of oil from the 
Strategic Petroleum Reserve, which has 
been used in the past for various pur-
poses, including sales to decrease the 
deficit. The Republicans blithely assume 
that the oil would sell at about double 
the current price, and they also nurture 
the hope that putting the IRS’s job of 
collecting delinquent taxes in the hands 
of private collection agencies would re-
sult in more federal income that could 
be put toward improving highways and 
other transit projects. (Should these fan-
tasy funds materialize, other agencies 
might also have uses for them.) 

The very notion of federal respon-
sibility in building the nation’s infra-
structure wasn’t widely accepted in 
the nation’s early years. Henry Clay, 
with his “American System” to tie 
American states together through in-
frastructure payouts, is considered the 
architect of the idea, prominent in the 
first part of the nineteenth century, 
that there should be federal support for 
“internal improvements” in the forms 
of roads and canals in order to enable 
farmers to get their goods to markets. 
Clay saw infrastructure projects as a 
way to connect the country and foster 
communities that might otherwise die 
out for lack of transportation to and 
from them. Abraham Lincoln was an 
advocate of the same thing for the same 
reasons. 

But the federal role was vastly in-
creased by Franklin Roosevelt’s de-
termination to rescue the American 
economy from the Great Depression: 
this led to a number of projects, includ-
ing the Tennessee Valley Authority 
(TVA), a project to lift the economy 
in a particularly hard- hit region that 
then pioneered producing clean en-
ergy. The New Deal also created the 
Rural Electrification Administration 
(REA), inducing cooperatives to pro-
vide affordable energy to areas that 
private business felt weren’t worth 
serving. Roosevelt’s Works Progress 
Administration (WPA) gave millions 
of unemployed workers jobs in con-
structing public works including high-
ways, bridges, dams, parks, and public 
buildings. (Controversially, it also put 
artists and writers to work.) President 
Eisenhower understood Clay’s original 
point of binding the country together 
through public projects when he picked 
up on Roosevelt’s nascent plans for a 
grand highway system. Government, 
industry, and universities laid the basis 
for our technology industry, and a fed-
eral system of connecting universities 

with a research project of the Pentagon 
led to the Internet. 

But today no great vision guides our 
policies for building and maintaining 
the arteries of transportation—ports, 
dams, and bridges—as well as the elec-
trical grid, even the broadband system. 
Such far- seeing government measures 
as Roosevelt and Eisenhower champi-
oned are inconceivable now. 

President Obama’s stimulus program, 
the American Recovery and Reinvest-
ment Act, signed into law in 2009, pro-
vided a little over $800 billion to, as the 
White House put it, “jumpstart” the 
economy by creating jobs and also, the 
White House said, to make “a down 
payment on addressing long- neglected 
challenges.” But members of Congress 

in both parties held down the amount 
that the federal government was to 
spend on helping the economy recover. 
Only three Republican senators voted 
for the program and no House Repub-
licans supported it. 

This was the first legislative demon-
stration of the Republicans’ intention  
from the outset to oppose everything 
Obama tried to do. But Democrats, 
nervous about being labeled as “spend-
ers,” told the White House not to sub-
mit a request for what could end up 
costing a billion dollars. Many assumed 
that, as usual, Congress would raise the 
amount of money in the bill, but con-
trary to custom the Senate lowered the 
amount approved by the House. The 
House had promised some funds for so-
cial programs unrelated to stimulating 
the economy. And the emphasis of the 
stimulus program was on generating 
an early payoff, lots of jobs being cre-
ated quickly to combat the recession. 
The preference was for “shovel- ready” 
projects rather than longer- term ones. 
While this was understandable, espe-
cially with limited funds, a Democratic 
senator told me, “We missed a major 
opportunity.” 

President Obama has continued to 
call for increased investment in infra-
structure, earlier this year requesting 
an expenditure of $478 billion, and 
the Republicans have continued to 
oppose him. In his final State of the 
Union speech, the president called on 
Congress to “put tens of thousands of 
Americans to work building a twenty- 
first- century transportation system.” 
Hillary Clinton recently proposed an 
investment of $275 billion over five 
years for roads, bridges, expanded 

broadband service, public transit, air-
ports, freight trains, and water systems. 
This is a modest plan in the light of the 
country’s infrastructure needs. (Bernie 
Sanders has called for a program cost-
ing $1 trillion over five years, which 
the Clinton campaign derides as too 
expensive.) But Clinton’s plan was ad-
equate to win her the endorsement of 
two important construction unions: the 
Laborers’ International Union and the 
United Brotherhood of Carpenters and 
Joiners. 

Missing from Clinton’s program was 
an answer to the vexing matter of how 
to pay for it. Most would be paid for 
by federal spending; Clinton also said 
she would fund some of her infrastruc-
ture program through “business tax 
reform.” This is understood to mean 
using the taxes that would be paid by 

corporations that would bring their 
profits back from overseas in exchange 
for a federal tax discount—a one-time 
source of new funds. 

The problems are that this “repatria-
tion” scheme has yet to be approved 
by Congress and if it’s to be part of a 
large tax reform bill there’s no telling 
when or whether it will be enacted; 
moreover, proponents of other pro-
grams also have their eye on the same 
potential sums. Clinton suggested, as 
President Obama had, the establish-
ment of an investment bank, using the 
proceeds from a proposed reauthoriza-
tion of the Build America Bonds pro-
gram that was supposed to be part of 
the stimulus, but Obama’s proposal for 
this, too, has been stuck in Congress. 
Donald Trump also talks about a stim-
ulus program but he hasn’t yet said how 
he would pay for it.

The arguments in favor of a major 
American initiative for fixing and 
building our infrastructure are en-
tirely convincing: this would improve 
the country’s physical condition and 
create jobs for the middle- class sector 
that’s been most hurt by the recession 
and has lost out in the widening income 
gap. If an infrastructure program were 
done right these jobs would be around 
for a long time. We might even become 
an optimistic country again. But it’s 
going to take more than “leadership.” 
It may require even more widespread 
paralyzed traffic, the collapse of nu-
merous bridges, and perhaps a revolt 
in parts of the country that have inad-
equate broadband. In other words, we 
may well need to incur more chaos and 
ruin and even deaths before we come to 
our senses.  

President Obama delivering remarks on infrastructure in the United States near the  

Tappan Zee Bridge and the construction of its replacement, Tarrytown, New York, May 2014
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Walpole: The House & the Letters
Geoffrey Wheatcroft

“It is a little play-thing- 
house,” Horace Walpole 
wrote to Henry Seymour 
Conway in June 1747, “and 
is the prettiest bauble you 
ever saw. It is set in enam-
elled meadows, with fili-
gree hedges.” Six years later 
he was able to tell his friend 
Sir Horace Mann, the life-
long British resident in 
Florence, that he was send-
ing him a drawing of the 
“enchanted little landscape 
[that] is Strawberry Hill,” 
before rhapsodizing about 
“the open grove” and the 
lovely vista over fields and 
woodlands to Twickenham 
church and Richmond Hill, 
on a stretch of the Thames 
where other eminent per-
sons, from Alexander Pope 
to elderly ladies of title, had 
summer homes.

At the time he acquired 
this piece of land with an 
old tumbledown building, 
Horatio or Horace Wal-
pole was twenty- nine, rich, 
clever, gifted, indolent. 
Born in 1717, he was the youngest son 
of that brilliant brute Sir Robert Wal-
pole, and a little boy in 1721 when his 
father took power as, by the usual reck-
oning, the first prime minister of Great 
Britain. Sir Robert held that position 
until 1742, making him not only our 
first but to this day our longest- serving 
premier, not to say the first and per-
haps the last to leave office flagrantly 
richer than he entered it.1 In those two 
decades, shrugging aside his many 
enemies as well as the satire of The 
Beggar’s Opera, he secured the Whig 
oligarchy that held power through most 
of the eighteenth century, and under 
which the Hanoverian dynasty and 
the Protestant Succession were in turn 
consolidated, in the interests of liberty 
and property. 

For years Horace was himself a 
member of Parliament, but he isn’t 
remembered for his public life. Nor is 
he quite remembered as a “creative 
writer,” although he wrote copiously, 
began the first private press at Straw-
berry Hill, and published in his lifetime 
among other things his Memoirs of the 
Reign of King George II, as well as a 
then- unfashionable defense of Rich-
ard II, A Description of the Villa at 
Strawberry- Hill, and, in 1764, The Cas-
tle of Otranto. This was the first Gothic 
novel, and is still sometimes read, even 
if it’s pretty good hokum (“‘I charge 
you not to stir,’ said Matilda. ‘If they 
are spirits in pain, we may ease their 
sufferings by questioning them. . . .’ 
‘Oh! dear lady, I would not speak to a 
ghost for the world!’ cried Bianca”), al-
though with its huge magic helmet fall-
ing from the sky and bleeding statue, 
it would make a marvelous movie for a 

certain kind of director (indeed an ani-
mated version exists, from 1977, by the 
Czech director Jan Švankmajer).

Much more of the real Walpole was 
poured into his letters, and into Straw-
berry Hill, whose design, building, and 
decoration he supervised. Last year’s 
reopening of the house after many vi-
cissitudes, long neglect, and decay was 
a cause for celebration, though it’s more 
exactly a re- reopening. By 2003 its 
problems had become so severe that it 
was listed by the World Heritage Fund 
as one of the world’s hundred most en-
dangered sites. But a scheme to restore 
it was undertaken by the architect Peter 
Inskip and the builders E. Bowman 

and Sons, thanks to a £9 million grant 
from the Heritage Lottery Fund. Five 
years ago the ground floor was opened, 
and now, the task completed, the upper 
floors are open as well.

In Walpole’s day the twelve miles 
from the epicenter of his London life 
in Saint James’s Square to Strawberry 
Hill was a two- hour carriage journey; 
today the train takes you from Water-
loo to Strawberry Hill station rather 
quicker. Although Strawberry Hill is not 
a great building in the sense of Salis-
bury Cathedral or Castle Howard, it is 
a most fascinating and curious place, 
“a house which invites the visitor to 
play detective,” as Anna Chalcraft and 

Judith Viscardi put it in 
Strawberry Hill: Horace 
Walpole’s Gothic Castle.

We enter through the hall 
and climb the staircase, de-
signed by Walpole’s friend 
Richard Bentley after the 
library staircase at Rouen 
Cathedral, which is like-
wise echoed by the screen 
in the Holbein Cham-
ber. Maybe the two finest 
rooms are the library, with 
its bookcases of pointed 
arches, and the Great Par-
lour, whose chimneypiece 
is another splendid bit of 
Gothickry. All in all, the 
house is a conscious exer-
cise in antiquarianism and 
medievalism, with much 
parade of the armorial 
bearings and other relics 
of what Walpole believed 
to be his illustrious fore-
bears, as well as a display 
of quaintness, in reaction 
to Augustan formality and 
symmetry, and in anticipa-
tion of the Gothic revival 
that was to follow. 

Quite quickly, Strawberry Hill 
was followed by other buildings that 
showed its influence, such as Donning-
ton Grove in Berkshire. By the time 
Walpole saw Lee Priory in 1790, when 
the house in Kent had been rebuilt for 
his friend Thomas Barrett by James 
Wyatt, the imprint was so clear that he 
said, “I think, if Strawberry were not its 
parent, I would be jealous.” And within 
another generation, Augustus Pugin 
and his successors would be covering 
England and Ireland with churches, not 
to mention the Houses of Parliament, 
in high Gothic style.2 

With a fanciful love of wordplay, 
Walpole used what he claimed was 
the Chinese word sharawaggi for the 
“want of symmetry” he intended in 
the design of Strawberry Hill, and 
the inspissated atmosphere he’d tried 
to create within he called “gloomth.” 
Those two didn’t quite catch on, but 
another Walpoleism did. He took “ser-
endipity” from the fairy story “The 
Three Princes of Serendip,” and ser-
endipitous was the place he created 
at Strawberry Hill, a Schatzkammer,  
or “cabinet of curiosities,” with every 
wall covered in the lovely and unlikely 
things he had collected.

In his time and later, Walpole di-
vided opinion. Macaulay famously, 
and predictably, derided him not only 
as a trivial spinsterish fop but as a 
duplicitous hypocrite, while more re-
cently J. H. Plumb sniffed that “he 
can never be more than a minor fig-
ure and a minor source.” And yet the 
cultural historian Marion Harney, in 
her Place- making for the Imagination: 
Horace Walpole and Strawberry Hill, 
calls Strawberry Hill “a unique, origi-
nal and rule- breaking vision of passion 
and imagination,” while Leslie  Stephen 
went further when he said that “the  
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history of England, throughout a very 
large segment of the eighteenth cen-
tury, is simply a synonym for the works 
of Horace Walpole.” 

Even if he wasn’t a great statesman 
or a great artist, the man himself was a 
wonderful invention, expressed through 
the true memorials that are his corre-
spondence and Strawberry Hill. But 
whereas the first has been superbly pre-
served, the other is a melancholy story, 
and to recall the house now as Walpole 
made it requires our own imagination.

Horace grew up largely in London 
and in Chelsea (then outside Lon-
don) with his mother, while his father 
was in Norfolk with his mistress. The 
Walpoles had been modest squires, 
with a modest home to match, but Sir 
Robert used the riches he acquired 
by way of office to rebuild Houghton 
Hall in Norfolk as a palatial country 
house, designed in the Palladian style 
by Colen Campbell and James Gibbs, 
and to fill it with fine Italian paint-
ings. Horace was educated at Eton 
(from the age of nine), where his clos-
est friends were the poet Thomas Gray 
and the clergyman Thomas Ashton as 
well as his cousin the statesman Henry  
Seymour Conway, and at King’s Col-
lege, Cambridge.

He then set off on the grand tour, 
accompanied by Gray, and fortified 
by the appointments his father had ac-
quired for him when he turned twenty- 
one. In that age of baroque pilferage of 
public funds, Horace held the lifelong 
sinecures of usher of the exchequer, 
comptroller of the pipe, and clerk of 
the estreats. One may understand why 
a much later prime minister felt dis-
taste for “English political and public 
life under the first three Georges,” as 
Sir Winston Churchill put it, “corrup-
tion, complacency, iron class rule, Tory 
follies and Whig caste prejudices and 
intrigues,” although Churchill could 
scarcely have forgotten that his own 
family had done well enough out of 
corruption and intrigue.

In Florence, Walpole befriended 
Mann, with whom he would correspond 
for more than forty- five years although 
they never met again, and also Elisa-
betta Capponi, wife of the Marchese 
Grifoni, with whom he might have en-
joyed a liaison, but probably didn’t. 
There was long speculation about the 
unmarried Walpole’s sexual life, if any. 
He and his friends were seen by some of 
his contemporaries as effeminate; the 
intensity of his friendship with Gray, 
interrupted by what might seem lovers’ 
tiffs, does have a homoerotic flavor; and 
any Walpolean must admit that Horace 
was delightfully camp. But the truth is 
we don’t know more than that.

Back home, Horace inevitably en-
tered Parliament, sitting for a succes-
sion of pocket boroughs, first Callington 
in Cornwall, which was in the pocket 
of some kinsmen and where he seems 
never to have set foot, and then Castle 
Rising and King’s Lynn, two Norfolk 
seats in the family interest, although 
the last did have a larger electorate 
and Walpole enjoyed the rumbustious 
hustings. In 1742 he witnessed at close 
quarters the great drama of his father’s 
downfall, and then played a very minor 
part in “the Prince of Wales’s party,” 
the opposition faction to George II and 
his ministers.

Then its leader, Frederick, Prince 
of Wales, predeceased his father, who 

was succeeded by George III, Fred-
erick’s son. Walpole lived on through 
the American and French revolutions, 
dying in 1797 in his eightieth year. All 
the while he was writing letters and 
more letters, and he was completing 
Strawberry Hill. His reputation de-
pends partly on those letters as well as 
on his remarkable house.

Before he died, the disasters had 
begun. Sir Robert had been made Earl 
of Orford when he left office and, on 
his death in 1745, Houghton and the 
title passed to his eldest son, who died 
in 1751 and was succeeded by his own 
surviving son. But the lavish official 
incomes on which the Walpole fortune 
had been established had lapsed, while 
the spendthrift and addle- brained 
third earl, George Walpole, wasted 
away what inheritance there was.

When George died in 1791, Horace 
became fourth and last Earl of Or-
ford for the brief remainder of his 
life, but he had already been heart-
broken in 1779, when his nephew 
sold the splendid Houghton  
picture collection to Catherine 
the Great. “It is the most sig-
nal mortification to my idola-
try for my father’s memory, 
that it could receive,” he wrote 
to Lady Upper Ossory, one of  
his most faithful correspon-
dents. “A madman excited by 
rascals has burnt his Ephesus. 
I must never cast a thought to-
wards Norfolk more—nor will 
hear my nephew’s name, if I 
can avoid it.” 

Houghton is now the home of 
the Marquess of Cholmondeley, 
whose forebear the first marquess 
was the grandson of Sir Robert’s 
daughter Mary. Two years ago the 
madman’s dissipated legacy returned 
temporarily, when many paintings, in-
cluding works by Rembrandt, Van Dyck, 
Poussin, Rubens, and Velázquez, were 
lent by the Hermitage in St. Petersburg, 
where they now reside, to be seen again 
at Houghton. That “Houghton Revis-
ited” exhibition only left a visitor with 
a sense of where the pictures could still  
live.

And what should live at Strawberry 
Hill? The story grows darker. In a 
watercolor of the Great Parlour in 
 Walpole’s last years we see hanging 
Sir Joshua Reynolds’s famous portrait 
The Ladies Waldegrave, now in Edin-
burgh. Through complicated kinship, 
the house passed to the Waldegrave 
family, “respectable, second- rank aris-
tocrats with a good record, it must have 
seemed, of negotiating the hazards of 
English life throughout a good many 
dangerous centuries,” in the ironical 
words of  William Waldegrave.

Now Lord Waldegrave of West Hill 
and provost of Eton following his invol-
untary retirement from politics, he’s the 
younger son of the twelfth Earl Walde-
grave. After a prize- winning career at 
Eton and Oxford, ending in a fellow-
ship of All Souls and a Kennedy Schol-
arship, and perhaps burdened with 
hopes (“we had expected you to be /
The next prime minister but three . . .”), 
Waldegrave duly entered Parliament in 
1979. He “was Margaret Thatcher’s last 
Cabinet appointment; she fell less than 
a month later,” as he characteristically 
writes, and in 1997 he became “the first 
Conservative MP to lose Bristol West 
since the Second Reform Bill.”

Out of politics, he has played some 
part in the recovery of Strawberry 
Hill, and he has recently published 
two relevant books, A Different Kind 
of Weather, an agreeable if some-
what Eeyorish memoir, and the fas-
cinating introduction he writes to 
Walpole’s Description of the Villa at 
Strawberry- Hill, printed in superb fac-
simile of a copy he owns, which was 
extra- illustrated for Charles Bedford. 
This was Waldegrave’s customary gift- 
offering as a member of the Roxburghe 
Club, the oldest and most patrician 
of bibliophiles’ societies, which was 
founded after the sale of the Duke of 
 Roxburghe’s library in 1812, and whose 
select list of members even now starts 
with three dukes and two marquesses. 

Maybe that book was a kind of pen-
ance, after the lamentable family story 
he relates. The Waldegrave inheritors 
of Strawberry Hill were undone by 
“Gambling. Lawsuits over legitimacy. 
Prison. A menage à trois between two 
dissolute Waldegrave brothers and a 
young adventuress.” The ending came 
in 1842 when one of the greatest—if 
saddest—sales ever held dispersed Wal-
pole’s unique collection far and wide. 

By the early twentieth century, 
Strawberry Hill’s fortunes had fallen 
very low. After World War I, the build-
ing was acquired as a Roman Catholic 
teaching college, while the land down 
to the river was sold and “developed,” 
so that Walpole’s house is now sur-
rounded not by enameled meadows and 
filigree hedges but by suburban houses. 
And for all the splendid effort put into 
its restoration, the pretty bauble itself is 
a bare ruined choir. Thinking of two of 
my favorite places in London, Sir John 
Soane’s Museum in Lincoln’s Inn Fields 
and the Wallace Collection in Manches-
ter Square, one can imagine a cross be-
tween the two: that’s what Strawberry 
Hill should be like, halfway between 
the personal idiosyncracy of Soane 
and the sheer beauty of Wallace. In-
stead it is a poignant toy box emptied of  
its toys.

Over the years from quite soon after 
his death, Walpole’s letters were pub-
lished in batches, often with faulty 
texts. He might have minded the faults, 
but not publication. His correspon-
dence was a conscious performance, 
with carefully chosen correspondents, 
from Gray and Mann to the Reverend 
William Cole, a cantankerous Tory 
clergyman and antiquary, and the aging 
Madame du Deffand, a friend of Vol-
taire and once the mistress (or so Wal-
pole told Gray) of the Duc d’Orléans, 
regent for the infant Louis XV.

So deliberately were Walpole’s let-
ters composed as a record of events 
that he asked Mann to return his letters 
for a while so that he could use them as 
the basis for his Reign of King George 
II. And yet Walpole defied the saying 
that letters written for posterity never 
arrive. To this day, his letters are lively, 
observant, sometimes malicious or on 
occasion bitchy, and always readable. 

No wonder Robert Lowell said that 
he read the letters for literary 

pleasure.
He may not have prospered 

politically, but what an eye 
Walpole has for politics! 
“They say the Prince [of 
Wales] has taken up two 
hundred thousand pounds, 
to carry elections which he 
won’t carry,” he tells Henry 
Seymour Conway on June 
8, 1747; “he had much better 
had saved it to buy the Par-
liament after it is chosen,” 
which seems good advice 
for any billionaire dealing 
with Congress today. In 

1761 the brave seventeen- 
year- old Princess Charlotte 

of Mecklenburg- Strelitz ar-
rived to marry King George III: 

When she saw [St James’s] pal-
ace she turned pale: the Duchess 
of Hamilton smiled—“My dear 
Duchess,” said the princess, “you 
may laugh—you have been mar-
ried twice; but it is no joke to me.” 

And Walpole is provocatively interest-
ing even when we may think him quite 
wrong, as in his contempt for Sam-
uel Johnson and his “teeth-breaking 
diction.”

We know this thanks to a figure 
scarcely less remarkable in his own 
way than Walpole, Wilmarth Sheldon 
Lewis (1895–1979), known all his life as 
“Lefty” (the silly nickname conferred 
on him as a freshman at Yale because 
he so little resembled a gangster known 
as Lefty), and to a career that is almost 
unimaginable today. Lewis was a culti-
vated, urbane, obsessive, and very rich 
amateur scholar, originally from Cali-
fornia, where his father had made one 
fortune in oil and his mother’s father 
another by way of 80,000 cattle- grazing 
acres. Lefty’s formal eduction ended 
with a modest BA, Class of 1918, inter-
rupted by brief military training. 

After the Armistice he began trav-
eling to England every year, and col-
lecting. And collecting, and collecting. 
He described his own obsession for 
collecting anything, from houseflies to 
stamps as a little boy until he moved 
on to coins and butterflies, and then 
books and manuscripts. He learned 
“more about books than I had learned 
in school and college,” and in 1923, at 
a bookshop in York, he bought “the 
book that is the foundation of my  

Horace Walpole, circa 1751; engraving 

after a painting by Joshua Reynolds



February 25, 2016 35

library,” the four volumes of John He-
neage Jesse’s 1843 George Selwyn and 
His Contemporaries, and found—ser-
endipitously indeed—in a pocket in-
side the cover “thirty- two pages of 
manuscript comment on the letters by 
Lady Louisa Stuart, a lady as unknown 
to me then as were Jesse and Selwyn 
themselves.”

Although Louisa Stuart knew Wal-
pole, like not a few others she had mixed 
feelings about “my old ill- natured 
friend.” For Lewis, Walpole was soon 
his new dearest friend. He began to buy 
original manuscripts of the letters, as 
well as anything else connected with 
Walpole and his circle, and became 
convinced that a proper edition of the 
letters was needed. He and his wife, 
Annie Burr Auchincloss, a Standard 
Oil heiress, turned their handsome 
house at Farmington, thirty miles north 

of New Haven, into a great library and 
repository that, by the time he was fifty, 
contained more than 25,000 books, 
pamphlets, and manuscripts, and con-
tinually expanded thereafter.

Determined to see Walpole’s corre-
spondence gathered in a scholarly edi-
tion, Lewis persuaded Yale University 
Press to publish it, while he supervised 
and, as much to the point, financed this 
gargantuan project. The first volumes 
of The Yale Edition of Horace Wal-
pole’s Correspondence appeared in 
1937; more than forty years later, hav-
ing spent countless millions on housing 
and paying a team of scholarly editors, 
Lewis died in 1979 aged eighty- four, 
after seeing some of the last of the work 
in galley proof but before publication 
concluded in 1983 with the last volume 
of the complete index, the forty- eighth 
volume in all.

This magnificent and slightly mad 
enterprise has inevitably been faulted 
by captious critics, for Lewis’s decision 
to publish the letters not chronologi-
cally but by correspondent, beginning 
with William Cole and Mme du Def-
fand, and for its editorial technique. 
This is indeed a veritable blitzkrieg of 
scholarship, with immensely detailed 
footnotes, but Lewis made no apology 
for that: it was part of the purpose of 
the edition to illuminate the entire age, 
by telling us as much as possible about 
everybody and everything mentioned, 
and when all is said it is one of the tri-

umphs of Lewis’s own age.
Writing about Ruskin, my late friend 

John Gross observed that the Library 
Edition of his complete works was pub-
lished more than a hundred years ago 
in thirty- nine huge volumes, and won-
dered drily whether there were thirty- 
nine people alive today who had read 
the whole thing. Maybe there are more 
than forty- eight people who have read 
the entire Correspondence, if perhaps 
not many more, but then Lewis recog-
nized that, and said that the edition was 
meant to be consulted rather then read 
through. 

Anyone who wants to start on 
 Walpole should look at the Selected 
Letters Lewis published in 1973, and 
then move to the complete Yale Edi-
tion, which has now happily been put 
online, in which form, it must be said 
even by those of us who love books as 

objects, it is easier to search, browse, 
and move hither and yon.

We know what the interior of 
 Strawberry Hill ought to look like, 
from Walpole’s own Description,  
which can be read in Waldegrave’s 
luxurious Roxburghe Club volume or 
in a more affordable facsimile just pub-
lished by Pallas Athene in London; in 
contemporary sketches; and most of all 
from the wonderful exhibition “Horace 
Walpole’s Strawberry Hill” which was 
seen in 2009–2010 at the Yale Center 
for British Art and then the Victoria 
and Albert Museum in London, and is 
commemorated in the beautiful book 
of the same name edited by Michael 
Snodin.

At Strawberry Hill, grand por-
traits alternated with suits of armor, a 
thirteenth- century chasse, or casket, in 
enameled copper depicting the murder 
of Thomas Becket with endless delight-
ful miniatures. Walpole did not have as 
many old masters as his father, but he 
formed a matchless collection of ce-
ramics as well as miniatures.

A visitor to the 2009 show, or a 
reader of Snodin’s book, will see from 
the provenance or ownership that the 
erstwhile contents of Strawberry Hill 
are now scattered from Lancashire to 
Toledo, Eisenach to Edinburgh. And 
yet a very high proportion of the items 
are in Connecticut, some at the Yale 

Center for British Art in New Haven, 
but more at the Lewis Walpole Library 
in Farmington, from an ebony cabi-
net inlaid with semiprecious stones to 
Mme du Deffand’s manuscript letters 
to a Sèvres cup and saucer.

Here the plots thickens. When Wil-
liam Waldegrave was at Harvard in 
1970, he visited Lewis, who was most 
hospitable, “as well he might he been, 
given that he had persuaded my father 
to surrender much more of our family’s 
Walpoliana that he should have done to 
the Farmington collection.”

In his introduction to the Description, 
he also mentions this and the semiaffec-
tionate but unsparing reminiscence of 
Lewis by Mary, Countess Waldegrave, 
William’s mother, which appeared in 
the Book Collector, the bibliophiles’ 
quarterly journal. From her description, 
Lefty seems like some character worthy 

of Henry James, descending 
on one English country house 
after another where his almost 
extrasensory perception had 
located Walpole relics; he was 
affable, charming, with ready 
money for old but needy fami-
lies, and utterly ruthless, one 
of those in whom the acutely 
developed collecting instinct 
verges on kleptomania. Lady 
Waldegrave went so far as to 
use the word “banditry” about 
Lewis’s methods, not entirely 
humorously. She described 
the point at which 

Wilmarth Sheldon Lewis 
and the Waldegraves, along 
with many another owner, 
were set on a collision 
course. Not only at Chew-
ton but all over the world, 
relics of Strawberry Hill 
and its owner, though they 
did not yet know it, were on 
their way to Farmington.

And that is where they re-
main. They will never be restored to 
Strawberry Hill, where there are plans 
to find replicas of the originals, but 
even that can’t get very far.

For all the loving care that has been 
lavished by those who have saved the 
house and now care for it, the subver-
sive thought even occurs that what was 
done to St. Mary Aldermanbury might 
be done to Strawberry Hill. One of the 
fifty wonderful churches designed for 
the City of London by Sir Christopher 
Wren after the Great Fire, so many of 
which were shamefully abandoned by 
the Church of England even before the 
attentions of the Luftwaffe, St. Mary’s 
was bombed out in 1940. Then, more 
than a quarter- century later, it was 
removed stone by stone and rebuilt in 
Fulton, Missouri, as part of the pro-
cess by which the once little- known 
Westminster College, where Winston 
Churchill, almost by chance, had given 
his “iron curtain” speech in 1946, be-
came one of the great shrines of the 
Churchill cult. There today St. Mary’s 
stands, gleaming and spotless.

Could Strawberry Hill be moved 
bodily to Connecticut? The idea seems 
frivolous or far- fetched, but the fact is 
that in no other way will the house be 
reunited with much of the contents that 
Walpole so lovingly assembled. Buying 
his first books “brought Walpole back 
to life” for Lefty Lewis. How can Wal-
pole’s legacy—and Lewis’s—best be 
brought back to life for us? 

The Great Parlour at Strawberry Hill; at far right is Joshua Reynolds’s painting  

of Horace Walpole’s grandnieces, The Ladies Waldegrave, 1780–1781
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The Force of Nostalgia
Christian Caryl

Star Wars: The Force Awakens
a film directed by J. J. Abrams

1.
The Force Awakens, the latest install-
ment in the Star Wars saga launched by 
George Lucas thirty-nine years ago, is 
good fun. I saw it—as one must, I sus-
pect—in our suburban multiplex, along 
with my kids. We ate popcorn and 
Junior Mints and rejoiced with every-
one else in the audience as spaceships 
zoomed and blasters blasted and char-
acters traded their familiar lines. There 
was something undeniably remarkable 
about the experience. How many other 
movies can children and their parents 
equally enjoy in a real movie theater 
these days? All those other special- 
effects blockbusters—the Marvel 
Comics rip-offs, the X-Men, the Trans-
formers—seem to be aimed primar-
ily at ten-year-old boys, and grown-up 
films you might just as well stream or 
watch on DVD. 

Apparently I wasn’t the only one 
thinking along those lines. I’d expected 
the theater to be populated by teenagers 
in Jedi robes and white plastic armor, 
but most of the audience looked pretty 
much like us: middle- aged moms and 
dads and their offspring. The uniquely 
broad demographic appeal of the Star 
Wars universe probably goes a long way 
toward explaining the astounding suc-
cess of the film, which sold $100 million 
in tickets before it even reached the 
theaters, and is now well on its way to 
becoming the highest- grossing movie 
of all time.

Of course, a huge marketing blitz 
had something to do with it, too. Dis-
ney, which purchased the rights to ev-
erything Star Wars from Lucas a few 
years ago for a staggering $4 billion, 
clearly wasn’t willing to leave anything 
to chance. The company has spent the 
past two years or so bombarding any-
one who strayed into range with trail-
ers and merchandise tie-ins and slyly 
planted Internet rumors. (Disney even 
enlisted its cruise lines to spread the 
word.)

The ad campaign was wrapped 
around its own clever coming- of- age 
story: the tale of an intrepid apprentice 
named J. J. Abrams, who discovered 
his love for the movies when he saw 
the first Star Wars film at age eleven. 
Toiling for years in the mines of Hol-
lywood, Abrams engineered several 
successful TV series as well as direct-
ing new installments of the Mission: 
Impossible and Star Trek series. Along 
the way he shrewdly positioned himself 
as little more than a dutiful fan, a true 
nerd enthralled by the chance to shoot 
his own versions of the cult classics he’d 
always admired from afar.

This made him the perfect candidate 
to succeed Lucas, who was pilloried 
by his own admirers in 1999 when he 
launched The Phantom Menace, the 
first in a trilogy of “prequels” that at-
tempted to flesh out the origin story 
of Luke Skywalker, Darth Vader, and 
all the rest. Purists despised the films, 
which relied heavily on computer 
graphics and introduced cute new char-
acters like Jar Jar Binks. Abrams, all 

too aware of his illustrious predeces-
sor’s missteps, has been careful to pan-
der to diehard fans, assuring anyone 
who would listen of his plans to stick 
carefully to the spirit of the original 
movies (at one point even telling an 
interviewer that he planned to kill off 
the Jar Jar Binks character, though he 
doesn’t seem to have followed through).

Abrams vowed to eschew computer 
graphics for old-school special effects 
wherever possible, and his new movie 
has just the sort of gritty presence that 
eluded Lucas in some of his last works. 
In The Force Awakens, you can taste 

the dust on the desert planet of Jakku. 
A storm trooper’s helmet gets smeared 
with gore in an attack, as if reminding 
viewers of the bloodlessness of Lu-
cas’s digital excesses. And the climac-
tic light-saber battle in a snowy forest 
sizzles and spurts, tree trunks lopped 
off by accidental blows. You feel like 
you’re there—something one could 
hardly say of the worlds in the prequels. 
Meanwhile, the new characters—like 
Daisy Ridley’s Rey and Adam Driver 
as Darth Vader wanna-be Kylo Ren—
come off as engagingly human. You 
want to see what’s going to happen to 
them next.

Still, these moments come at a cost. 
Abrams deploys his resources in the 
service of a story that feels—well, 
oddly familiar. Just like the original 
Star Wars (now pompously renamed 
A New Hope), Abrams’s movie cen-
ters on a lonely young hero (Ridley as 
a female Luke Skywalker) on a desert 
planet who comes into possession of 
a small round robot containing secret 
documents. Ridley and an unlikely ac-
complice stage a high-speed getaway 
from the galactic bad guys on the very 
same ship, the Millennium Falcon, 
that Luke Skywalker hitched a ride on 
thirty- nine years ago—and there they 
encounter its owner, Han Solo, played 
by the very same Harrison Ford. Just 
like his grandfather Vader, Kylo Ren is 
a villain in black who started off good 
but mortgaged his soul to the dark side. 
And once again the good guys have to 
destroy a planet- sized weapon, which 
they do in pretty much the same way 

they did back in 1977. In short, the 
much- ballyhooed reboot turns out to 
be a retread.

Our audience didn’t seem to mind 
much. They gave a big whoop when 
junkyard tarpaulins fell away to reveal 
the Millennium Falcon, a bit worse for 
wear but still a lot of fun to fly in, ap-
parently. There was another whoop a 
few minutes later, when a door on the 
ship slid open to reveal a gray- haired 
Ford. More cheers greeted R2-D2 and 
C-3P0, the robots from the original 
movies, as well as Carrie Fisher’s Prin-
cess Leia (now promoted to the rank of 

general) and Mark Hamill’s Luke Sky-
walker. The Force Awakens has a cor-
respondingly stereoscopic feel. There 
are many moments when you feel like 
you’ve seen the movie before.

There can be little doubt that this 
is just what Abrams was going for. 
He shot The Force Awakens in the 
same 35mm format used by Lucas in 
the original Star Wars. He hired John 
Williams, who wrote all that arresting 
music for the original films, to score 
the new one. He brought in writer Law-
rence Kasdan, another veteran of the 
early days, to collaborate with him on 
the script.

I’m not sure that last move was a 
good one. The story of The Force 
Awakens is a mess, less a coherent nar-
rative than a rather sloppy mash-up. 
The first three movies revolved around 
the Manichaean struggle between the 
Rebellion (remnants of the vanquished 
Republic) and the evil Galactic Em-
pire; the prequels told the story of the 
Republic’s fall. In this movie, the Em-
pire is replaced by something called the 
“First Order,” which is fighting against 
a bunch called the “Resistance.” This is 
all deeply confusing, since it turns out 
that the Republic of the earlier movies 
still exists, and the Resistance is on its 
side—a sort of pro- government para-
military or auxiliary rather than a he-
roic rebellion, apparently. 

Important plot elements (such as 
the fate of Kylo Ren, Han and Leia’s 
son) are introduced and dispatched 
with bewildering offhandedness. And 
when the updated version of the Death 
Star, this time called “Starkiller Base,” 
blasts a bunch of planets into nothing-

ness, the characters barely pause to 
draw their breath, much less to regis-
ter the death of billions. A fan recently 
published a movie review entitled “40 
Unforgivable Plot Holes in ‘Star Wars: 
The Force Awakens.’” We can expect 
to see a lot more of such criticisms 
down the road.

Even so, the fact remains that my 
kids—and millions of others—had 
a great time at the movie. But that’s 
partly because they knew what they 
wanted to see, and the film gave them 
exactly that.

2.
It would be hard to imagine a sharper 
contrast with the debut of the original 
movie back in the summer of 1977. It 
was called, simply enough, Star Wars. 
While the first trailers (amusingly 
clunky by today’s standards) certainly 
made it look like fun, no one at the 
time—least of all George Lucas him-
self—had any inkling that it would col-
onize our minds the way it has.

At the time, of course, the success 
of Star Wars had a lot to do with the 
simple fact that we’d never seen any-
thing like it before. What a lot of the 
current rumination about the history of 
the franchise tends to miss is just how 
radically it stood out from the rest of 
1970s filmmaking.

I remember this especially well be-
cause going to the movies was such a 
big part of my life at the time. I was 
growing up in Midland, Texas, where 
there wasn’t much else to do. My par-
ents had divorced in 1970, and for 
most of the rest of the decade my re-
lationship to my father was structured 
around his weekly visits. They followed 
a reassuringly regular routine: dinner 
and a movie, each Thursday night.

Usually we’d eat first at Luigi’s, our 
favorite Italian place. (I’m not sure that 
any actual Italians were ever involved 
in its operations. The owner was the 
marvelous Lou Hochman, one of the 
vanishingly tiny Jewish community 
in our town.) It was over the red-and-
white checkered tablecloths of the res-
taurant that my father undertook my 
second education. He was a civil engi-
neer by profession and a zealous ama-
teur historian by choice, and as we ate 
our pizzas and spaghetti he would tell 
me about the Mongol composite bow, 
or the inverse square law, or the evo-
lution of the Indo- European language 
family. (He had a penchant for explain-
ing these things even to people who 
could not have cared less; I was only 
too happy to listen.)

And then it was off to the movies—
usually the Howard Hodge Theater, 
just down the street from home (and 
across from Conner’s Barbecue). One 
movie a week for seven or eight years 
straight: if loyalty programs had ex-
isted then, we would have been in for a 
lot of free stuff, since we really racked 
up the numbers.

Film scholars will tell you a lot about 
the cinema of the 1970s, but the movies 
they dwell on aren’t usually the ones I 
remember. I didn’t see Taxi Driver 
(1976) or A Clockwork Orange (1971), 
two of the decade’s big highlights, until 

Rey (Daisy Ridley) freeing the droid BB-8 from the net of the scavenger Teedo  
and his semi-mechanical Luggabeast in Star Wars: The Force Awakens
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much later: my parents regarded them 
as too much for a kid in his early teens. 
I did manage to wheedle my way into 
The Godfather (1972) and Dirty Harry 
(1971), both rated R (less sex and more 
good old all- American violence). And 
I recall seeing Jaws (1975) and All the 
President’s Men (1976), which were 
both quite a big deal. We got a particu-
lar kick out of George C. Scott’s rich 
portrayal of Patton (1970), the general 
my father had served under in World 
War II. Needless to say, we also saw a 
lot of highly forgettable movies.

But there was one genre that we were 
always particularly keen to see: science 
fiction. My dad owned every single 
issue of Astounding Science Fiction 
(later renamed Analog) back to the 
1930s. He introduced me to the great 
writers in my early teens, and I ended 
up learning far more, it seemed, from 
Isaac Asimov, Robert Heinlein, and 
Arthur C. Clarke than I ever did from 
the Texas public school system. As my 
father noted, 1930s sci-fi fans were al-
ready familiar with the notion of atomic 
energy at a time when most Americans 
had no clue. (In 1944, Astounding’s 
legendary editor, John W. Campbell, 
had received a visit from the FBI after 
publishing a story about an “atomic 
bomb.” Investigators let Campbell off 
the hook once it became clear that he 
didn’t know a thing about the still–top 
secret Manhattan Project.)

Hollywood had a big thing for sci-
fi in the 1970s. By the time I evolved 
into a regular moviegoer, the turmoil 
and fervor of the 1960s had percolated 
through pop culture, gradually giv-
ing way to a more generalized sense of 
disquiet and dread. To an extent that’s 
hard to appreciate today, the 1970s—
when the US had to face defeat in Viet-
nam—were the era of the antihero. 
Eastwood’s Dirty Harry was, in many 
ways, as much of a punk as the crimi-
nals he hunted. Charles Bronson in the 
Death Wish series was the exemplary 
vigilante. Robert De Niro’s Travis 
Bickle was a nutcase trying to do the 
right thing in a world so twisted that 
you couldn’t really figure out if good-
ness was possible anymore. Golden 
boy Robert Redford played Jeremiah 
Johnson, a mountain man who wins the 
West through a chain of vicious small 
combats with Indians. The almost 
wordless Johnson presented a startling 
counterpoint to the bombastic cowboys 
of an earlier era. The line between 
heroism and psychopathy had become 
hard to find.

Sci-fi movies offered a particularly 
vivid way of capturing the feeling of 
malaise. Logan’s Run (1976) was a dys-
topian parody of 1960s youth worship 
that posited a future society in which 
everyone over the age of thirty is au-
tomatically killed to save resources. 
Soylent Green (1973), starring the 
craggy Charlton Heston, imagined a 
Malthusian near future (2022, to be 
exact) in which overpopulation has 
filled every nook and cranny of the 
planet with people, and humankind 
can survive only by reprocessing the 
dead into food. Heston also starred in 
Omega Man (1971), later remade as I 
Am Legend (2007) with Will Smith, in 
which he played one of the few intact 
survivors of a bioweapon that has zom-
bified most of the human race. This 
was the cold war, after all, and anxiety 
about weapons of mass destruction was 

everywhere. Heston, of course, had 
gotten his start in Planet of the Apes 
(1968), set in a world where civilization 
has nuked itself out of existence.

People could fall prey to extrater-
restrial microbes (The Andromeda 
Strain, 1971) or to pleasure robots run 
amok (Westworld, 1973).1 One of my 
favorites around this time was Silent 
Running (1972), starring a young and 
wonderfully unhinged Bruce Dern. 
Dern plays a tree- hugger who is tend-
ing earth’s last forests, which have been 
placed in safekeeping in outer space 
until the sullied planet can be cleaned 
up enough for their return. When the 
crews of these giant orbital hothouses 
receive the order to destroy the ships 
and return home, Dern goes off the 
rails, killing his colleagues in order to 
save what’s left of terrestrial nature.

So when we first began to hear the 
buzz about Star Wars, we couldn’t help 
being curious. Lucas’s earlier foray into 
sci-fi, THX 1138 (1971), a standard- 
model cautionary tale about a benumb-
ing future of shiny white surfaces and 
mandatory sedative consumption, had 
been a bit of a chore. American Graf-
fiti (1973), a nostalgic tale of teen life in 
the 1960s, was unremarkably pleasant. 
So what was he up to now?

I can still remember how the initial 
moments of the movie bowled us over: 
the slow, vanishing- point text crawl that 
gave way to the descent, from the top 
of the frame, of the impossibly enor-
mous imperial star cruiser. The open-
ing amounted to a sort of manifesto. 
It signaled that we were about to see 
something radically different, a com-
bination of old- fashioned storytelling 
(that floating text almost like a 1920s 
silent- film title) and smashing new spe-
cial effects (the dazzling model- work of 
that first huge ship). 

Perhaps most radically of all, there 
was good and there was evil, and you 
knew who was who. I’d certainly never 
seen anything like it: an outer- space 
frolic with laser cannons and damsels 
in distress. And sabers made of deadly 
light? A conceit so nonsensical that you 
just had to love it. There was a coming- 
of- age story for the plucky young hero, 
an unambiguously evil villain, and a pi-
rate captain with a yeti for a pal.

And Alec Guinness. My father was 
a lifelong fan of Guinness, the mag-
nificent British character actor who, 
in his autobiography, recalls how silly 
and incomprehensible he found Lu-
cas’s project—until the director rather 
haphazardly offered him a percentage 
of the box office for what amounted 
to a few days’ work (which, of course, 
ultimately made the actor fantastically 
rich). My dad had worshiped Guinness 
in Kind Hearts and Coronets, Law-
rence of Arabia, and The Bridge Over 
the River Kwai. And now here he was, 
playing a swashbuckling religious mys-
tic with a bunch of robots and crazy 
aliens and bad guys with capes. 

My father chortled when a deadpan 
Guinness delivered his most memo-
rable lines: “Mos Eisley Spaceport. 
You will never find a more wretched 
hive of scum and villainy. We must be 
cautious.” My dad got it immediately. 
“This is space opera,” he whispered. 
“Like what we watched when we were 
kids.” Afterward he recalled Buck 
Rogers and Flash Gordon and the rest. 
And this, of course, was what was being 
recreated. 

In its exuberant escapism, the origi-
nal Star Wars might seem to be ag-
gressively rejecting any form of social 
commentary—but don’t worry, it’s 
there. What Lucas wanted to recap-
ture from the space operas of his youth 
(aside from their outlandish fun) was 
their fundamental sense of optimism. 
As he recently explained in an inter-
view with The Washington Post, he 
wanted to conjure up a world with 
clear values and sharp dividing lines 
between bad and good. “The last time 
we had done it was with the Western. 
And once the Western was gone, there 
was no vehicle to say, ‘You don’t shoot 
people in the back’ and such.” Need-
less to say, Star Wars was happy to 
ransack westerns as well. Just compare 
the scene when Luke returns home to 
find his parents dead with the strik-
ingly similar moment in The Search-
ers. (That quote about “not shooting 
people in the back” comes from John 
Wayne.)2

The trick, though, was that you 
couldn’t really do that while staying in 
the 1970s—so why not just create an 
alternate reality, “a long time ago in a 
galaxy far, far away”? Lucas knew that 
he wanted to tell stories of mythologi-
cal scope, so he simply conjured up his 
own version of Olympus or Valhalla, a 
place big enough for his demigods to 
clash with one another. Nowadays fans 
speak of the “Expanded Universe,” the 
larger Star Wars cosmos fleshed out 
by countless novels, comic books, fan 
fiction, and animated TV series. It all 
attests to the original creator’s genius 
at combining a simple core of narrative 
principles (the Republic’s good Jedi 
versus the Empire’s evil Sith) with an 
infinitely flexible setting (the Galaxy 
and all its worlds).

Today Star Wars has become such an 
integral part of our pop culture status 

quo that it’s hard to recreate just how 
revolutionary it felt at the time. When 
we first saw it, of course, we had no 
way of knowing that it would prepare 
the way for the special effects–driven 
“summer blockbuster,” or the slow 
triumph of nerd culture, or a parade 
of senseless memorabilia on a scale to 
buoy up the economic fortunes of sev-
eral Chinese provinces. We could tell 
that we’d just seen something amaz-
ingly fresh, and we left the theater feel-
ing charged up, liberated. 

3.
Now that I’m taking my own kids to 
see the show, I can’t help noticing how 
much has changed. Star Wars has be-
come, to a remarkable degree, captive 
to the geek revolution it spawned back 
at the end of the 1970s—and it is this, 
more than anything else, that explains 
why The Force Awakens feels at times 
like the product of a giant focus group. 
(It could have just as easily been called 
Revenge of the Fans.) That’s a formula 
that hardly allows for surprises—how, 
indeed, could it have been otherwise, 
considering the scale of Disney’s im-
mense investment? Needless to say, 
we’ll never be able to return to the 
state of morally fraught confusion that 
reigned at the time of the Star Wars 
debut, after the country had been bit-
terly divided by Vietnam. My children, 
who aren’t even hardcore fans, had al-
ready been steeped in Skywalker lore 
long before we made it to the movie 
theater. Lucas’s world has become a 
part of our cultural horizon, endlessly 
cited and parodied and chewed over 
the way that ancient Greeks once did 
with their Homer.

There’s no point in sentimentalizing 
this unduly. After all, hasn’t Holly-
wood always been a gigantic recycling 
machine? As for John Wayne, he 
played the same character in 142 mov-
ies, and his fans would have undoubt-
edly complained if he’d suddenly 
gone all Age of Aquarius on them. 
Wayne’s heroes, like Luke Skywalker, 
became their own franchise, offer-
ing a heroic archetype that could be 
retooled and resold to the same eager  
audiences.

Even so, it’s hard to escape the feeling 
that something has been lost. Abrams 
has captured the verve of the original 
movies but has done so at the con-
scious sacrifice of spontaneity. It’s hard 
to maintain that sense of adventure 
when you’re ticking off points on a 
checklist. It’s fashionable to badmouth 
the prequels, but at least you could see 
Lucas working to develop the story, 
teasing out the implications of his cre-
ated cosmos. Even if the results some-
times felt a bit plastic, he could never 
be faulted for lack of imagination.

For Abrams, by contrast, imagina-
tion isn’t that high on the agenda. The 
freaky heresies of the prequels have 
been banished; his movie is strictly 
high church, rigid in its orthodoxies. 
Abrams has certainly made his mark 
on Hollywood, above all as a shrewd 
revitalizer of existing properties, and 
I’m sure he’s earned that title in good 
faith. But he will go down in the history 
of movies as a custodian, not a creator. 

Not that Abrams will care much, I 
suppose. He’s probably earned another 
couple of million while I was writing 
this. And my kids are begging me to take 
them back to see the movie again.  

Kylo Ren (Adam Driver)  
with First Order stormtroopers in  
Star Wars: The Force Awakens
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1Both of these movies were based on 
stories by Michael Crichton, who went 
on to write Jurassic Park.

2It’s worth noting that the original Star 
Wars included a scene that ran directly 
counter to this precept—the one where 
Han Solo shoots bounty hunter Greedo 
under the table. In recent editions 
of the film Lucas revised the scene 
to show Greedo shooting first (or at 
least  simultaneously), thus irking fans 
who felt that he was trying to white-
wash Solo’s fundamentally ambiguous 
 character.
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In 1971, the psychologist 
B. F. Skinner expressed 
the hope that the vast, hu-
manly created problems 
defacing our beautiful 
planet (famines, wars, the 
threat of a nuclear holo-
caust) could all be solved 
by new “technologies of 
behavior.” The psycholog-
ical school of behaviorism 
sought to replace the idea 
of human beings as au-
tonomous agents with the 
“scientific” view of them 
as biological organisms, 
responding to external 
stimuli, whose behavior 
could be modified by al-
tering their environment. 
Perhaps unsurprisingly, in 1964 Skin-
ner’s claims about potential behavior 
modification had attracted funding 
from the CIA via a grant-  making body 
called the Human Ecology Society.

Skinner was extremely dismayed 
that his promise of using his science to 
“maximize the achievements of which 
the human organism is capable” was 
derided by defenders of the entirely un-
scientific ideal of freedom. When Peter 
Gay, for instance, spoke of the “innate 
naïveté, intellectual bankruptcy, and 
half-  deliberate cruelty of behaviorism,” 
Skinner, clearly wounded, protested 
that the “literature of freedom” had 
provoked in Gay “a sufficiently fanati-
cal opposition to controlling practices 
to generate a neurotic if not psychotic 
response.” Skinner was unable to pre-
sent any more robust moral defense of 
his project of social engineering. 

In spite of the grandiosity of Skin-
ner’s vision for humanity, he could not 
plausibly claim to be a moral expert. It 
is only more recently that the claims of 
psychologists to moral expertise have 
come to be taken seriously. Contribut-
ing to their new aura of authority has 
been their association with neurosci-
ence, with its claims to illuminate the 
distinct neural pathways taken by our 
thoughts and judgments. 

Neuroscience, it is claimed, has re-
vealed that our brains operate with a 
dual system for moral decision-  making. 
In 2001, Joshua Greene, a philosophy 
graduate student, teamed up with the 
neuroscientist Jonathan Cohen to ana-
lyze fMRIs of people’s brains as they 
responded to hypothetical moral di-
lemmas. They inferred from looking at 
neural activity in different regions that 
moral judgment involved two distinct 
psychological processes. One of the 
processes, a fast and intuitive one, took 
place by and large in areas of the brain 
associated with emotional processing, 
such as the medial prefrontal cortex 
and the amygdala. The other process, 
which was slow and rational, took place 
by and large in regions associated with 
cognitive processing, such as the dorso-
lateral prefrontal cortex and the pari-
etal lobe. 

Greene interpreted these results 
in the light of an unverifiable and un-
falsifiable story about evolutionary 
psychology. Since primitive human 
beings encountered up-  close dangers 
or threats of personal violence, their 
brains, he speculated, evolved fast and 

focused responses for dealing with 
such perils. The impersonal violence 
that threatens humans in more sophis-
ticated societies does not trigger the 
same kind of affective response, so it 
allows for slower, more cognitive pro-
cesses of moral deliberation that weigh 
the relevant consequences of actions. 
Greene inferred from this that the 
slower mechanisms we see in the brain 
are a later development and are supe-
rior because morality is properly con-
cerned with impersonal values—for 
example, justice—to which personal 
harms and goals such as family loyalty 
should be irrelevant. He has taken this 
to be a vindication of a specific, conse-
quentialist philosophical theory of mo-
rality: utilitarianism.

But as the philosopher Selim Berker 
has pointed out in his important paper 
“The Normative Insignificance of Neu-
roscience,” the claim here is that per-
sonal factors are morally irrelevant, so 
the neural and psychological processes 
that track such factors in each person 
cannot be relied on to support moral 
propositions or guide moral decisions. 
Greene’s controversial philosophical 
claim is simply presupposed; it is in 
no way motivated by the findings of 
science. An understanding of the neu-

ral correlates of reasoning can tell us 
nothing about whether the outcome of 
this reasoning is justified. It is not the 
neuroscience but rather our considered 
moral judgments that do all the evalu-
ative work in telling us which mental 
processes we should trust and which 
we should not.

Many of the psychologists who have 
taken up the dual-  process model claim 
to be dismissive of philosophical theo-
ries, generally. They reject Greene’s in-
ferences about utilitarianism and claim 
to be restricting themselves to what 
can be proved scientifically. But in fact 
all of those I discuss here are making 
claims about which kinds of moral 
judgments are good or bad by assess-
ing which are adaptive or maladaptive 
in relation to a norm of social coopera-
tion. They are thereby relying on an 
implicit philosophical theory of mo-
rality, albeit a much less exacting one 
than utilitarianism. Rather than adher-
ing to the moral view that we should 
maximize “utility”—or satisfaction of 
wants—they are adopting the more 
minimal, Hobbesian view that our first 
priority should be to avoid conflict. This 
minimal ist moral worldview is, again, 
simply presupposed; it is not defended 
through argument and cannot be sub-

stantiated simply by an 
appeal to scientific facts. 
And its implications are 
not al together appealing.

The independent path 
taken by prominent psy-
chologists has been pro-
foundly influenced by 
the Positive Psychology 
movement, which was 
founded in 1998 by Mar-
tin Seligman, then chair 
of the American Psycho-
logical Association. Selig-
man wanted to promote 
the study of strengths and 
virtues in order to correct 
what he saw as an exces-

sively restrictive focus on pathology in 
the field of professional psychology. 

In the 1960s, Seligman devised a 
theory of “learned helplessness.” He 
found that a state of passivity could be 
induced in dogs by giving them repeated 
and inescapable shocks. This provided 
the basis for the theory that human be-
ings, in the face of events that seem un-
controllable, experience disruptions in 
motivation, emotion, and learning that 
amount to a sense of helplessness. Selig-
man and other researchers applied the 
theory to depression, but also to social 
problems such as “demoralized women 
on welfare,” “helpless cognitions” on 
the part of Asian- Americans, and “de-
featism” among black Americans.

In developing Positive Psychology 
one of Seligman’s core goals has been 
“to end victimology,” which, he claims, 
pervades the social sciences and re-
quires us to “view people as the victims 
of their environment.” After Septem-
ber 11, 2001, he came to see the cultiva-
tion of positive strengths and virtues as 
an urgent task for America, shoring up 
its people and institutions by increasing 
their resilience.

Jonathan Haidt, a prominent social 
psychologist who has been closely in-
volved in the Positive Psychology move-
ment since its inception, has recently 
employed the new dual- process model 
of morality to suggest ways in which 
we might reshape our moral lives. He 
denies that reason ordinarily plays any 
part in motivating moral judgments, 
seeing it rather as a post-  hoc means of 
justifying the intuitions we form quickly 
and unreflectively. Since different peo-
ple’s brains are “wired” to operate with 
different intuitions and therefore to 
adopt different ideologies, this presents 
us with a problem for cooperation, one 
that he sees reflected in the entrenched 
polarization of American politics. 

In his 2012 book The Righteous 
Mind: Why Good People Are Divided 
by Politics and Religion, Haidt identi-
fies six basic pairs of moral intuitions 
that ground the world’s moral systems. 
He describes them as care vs. harm, 
fairness vs. cheating, loyalty vs. be-
trayal, authority vs. subversion, sanc-
tity vs. degradation, and liberty vs. 
oppression. He claims that whereas 
American conservatives employ each 
of these different moral foundations, 
liberals are disproportionately moti-
vated by “care.” He tells us that “across 
many scales, surveys, and political con-

The Psychologists Take Power
Tamsin Shaw

‘The CIA contracted Bruce Jessen, left, and James Mitchell to design, lead, and direct  

harsh interrogations of a Qaeda operative,’ The New York Times wrote of the two psychologists  

in December 2014. ‘The men are pictured in images from ABC News.’
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troversies, liberals turn out to be more 
disturbed by signs of violence and suf-
fering, compared to conservatives and 
especially to libertarians.” When they 
are motivated by concerns of liberty 
and oppression it is on behalf of “un-
derdogs, victims, and powerless groups 
everywhere.” This one-  dimensional 
concern makes them unable to com-
prehend the more complex moral con-
cerns of conservatives. Haidt therefore 
recommends that liberals try to appre-
ciate the richer set of moral resources 
employed by conservatives in order 
to build cooperation across the ideo-
logical divide. In offering this moral 
counsel he presupposes that the norm 
of cooperation should take precedence 
over the values that divide us. 

Other psychologists, however, have 
argued that Haidt’s analysis of moral 
motivations involves too skeptical an 
account of the role of reason. One of 
the first major projects in Positive Psy-
chology that Martin Seligman orga-
nized was an initiative on “Humane 
Leadership” in 2000. The aim was to 
study the peaceable as well as the war-
like character of human beings and to 
examine the difference that leadership 
makes in the realization of these op-
posing tendencies. The Harvard psy-
chologist Steven Pinker (who served as 
a member of the Senior Independent 
Advisory Panel for the project) there 
stressed the role of rationality in the 
form of “nonzero-  sum games”—i.e., 
forms of cooperation in which each 
party can gain—in fostering coopera-
tive motives, an emphasis that came to 
play a very significant part in his 2011 
book The Better Angels of Our Nature: 
Why Violence Has Declined. 

In that extremely influential work 
Pinker argues that our rational, delib-
erative modes of evaluation should take 
precedence over powerful, affective in-
tuitions. But by “rationality” he means 
specifically “the interchangeability 
of perspectives and the opportunity 
the world provides for positive-  sum 
games,” rather than any higher-  order 
philosophical theory. He allows that 
empathy has played a part in promoting 
altruism, that “humanitarian reforms 
are driven in part by an enhanced 
sensitivity to the experiences of living 
things and a genuine desire to relieve 
their suffering.” But nevertheless our 
“ultimate goal should be policies and 
norms that become second nature and 
render empathy unnecessary.” 

We find this view of the necessary, 
trumping role of reason echoed in a 
recent book, Just Babies: The Origins 
of Good and Evil, by Paul Bloom, a 
professor of psychology and cognitive 
science at Yale, who also serves, along 
with Haidt, as an instructor in Selig-
man’s graduate program in Applied 
Positive Psychology at the University 
of Pennsylvania. Bloom studies child 
development and informs us, through 
his accounts of various experiments 
involving babies, that our biology has 
equipped us with certain rudimentary 
capacities that are essential to the de-
velopment of morality, such as empathy 
and a sense of fairness. But he stresses 
that our pro-  social biological inheri-
tance is limited, consisting in adaptive 
traits that motivate us to care for kin. 
Our affective moral responses, while 
they still have some part in our moral 
lives, are essentially infantile. Reason 
allows us to transcend them. 

This might at first seem persuasive. 
Reasoned moral deliberation often 
does and should override our imme-
diate affective reactions. But Bloom’s 
view of reasoning, like Haidt’s and 
Pinker’s, seems oddly restrictive: he 
equates it with impartiality in the sense 
of the development of “systems of re-
ward and punishment that apply im-
partially within the community.” The 
norm of cooperation is again presup-
posed as the fundamental means for 
deciding which of our moral intuitions 
we should heed. 

When discussing the more stringent 
moral principles that Peter Singer, 
for instance, takes to be rationally re-
quired of us concerning our duties to 
distant strangers, Bloom dismisses 
them as unrealistic in the sense that 
no plausible evolutionary theory could 

yield such requirements for human be-
ings. But as with the claims of Joshua 
Greene, facts about our biological 
nature, as described by evolutionary 
psychology, cannot in themselves be 
a source of moral norms. Bloom is a 
subtler moral thinker than Haidt and 
less didactic in his prescriptions, but he 
still, like Haidt, seems to presuppose 
that the discipline of psychology has 
some special authority that provides 
us with moral guidance, pressing us to-
ward social cooperation; and this guid-
ance is superior to ordinary rational 
moral deliberation.

Seligman’s goal of producing a stron-
ger, more virtuous population would 
seem to require more than written 
treatises on morality. He and his as-
sociates also take moral leadership to 
be indispensable. This is the dimension 
of moral expertise explored by William 
Damon, a professor of education at 
Stanford University, and Anne Colby, 
a consulting professor at Stanford, in 
The Power of Ideals: The Real Story of 
Moral Choice. 

Damon and Colby appropriate for 
their argument the stories of moral 
leaders such as Eleanor Roosevelt and 
Nelson Mandela, analyzing the psycho-
logical qualities that enabled them to 
transcend both their biological makeup 
and their moral backgrounds. While 
Damon and Colby see a role for neu-
roscience in moral psychology, they 
claim that most of the current research 
is flawed because “thinking patterns of 
high-  level experts or creative geniuses 

may have different characteristics” and 
these are not yet being examined. They 
draw on Seligman’s account of the vir-
tues and his conception of a meaning-
ful (as opposed to merely happy) life as 
a foundation for resilience in the face of 
moral challenges. In doing so, they aim 
to show us how moral expertise and 
leadership might be employed to end 
otherwise intractable moral conflicts.

Seligman is quoted on the book’s 
back cover as saying: 

Psychology presently studies super-
ficial morality and deep morality. 
Superficial morality can be found 
in the quick, unreflective moral in-
tuitions that we have. Deep moral-
ity is the reflective choices we make 
that involve honesty, faith, humil-
ity, and ideals. Damon and Colby’s 

The Power of Ideals is the go-  to 
book for deep morality.

Psychologists, on this view, can employ 
their expertise to discriminate between 
our misleading emotional instincts 
about moral issues and our higher 
moral insights. But as we have seen, 
it is a fallacy to suggest that expertise 
in psychology, a descriptive natural 
science, can itself qualify someone to 
determine what is morally right and 
wrong. The underlying prescriptive 
moral standards are always presup-
posed antecedently to any psychologi-
cal research.

In spite of the rhetoric employed 
by Damon and Colby concerning the 
search for higher moral truths, the 
basic moral principle that is consis-
tently employed in this psychological 
literature is the bare Hobbesian one of 
resolving disagreement, or promoting 
cooperation. In his book Moral Tribes, 
Joshua Greene warns that even those 
who seek pragmatic agreement need 
“an explicit and coherent moral philos-
ophy, a second moral compass that pro-
vides direction when gut feelings can’t 
be trusted.” So in addition to question-
ing whether psychological research can 
vindicate moral norms, we also have to 
ask whether the minimal moral norm 
of cooperation employed by psycholo-
gists is sufficient to provide them with a 
reliable moral compass.

Recent developments in the profes-
sion of psychology have been discour-
aging in this respect. In July 2015 a 

team of investigators led by David 
Hoffman, a lawyer with the firm Sidley 
Austin, published a report, commis-
sioned by the American Psychological 
Association in November 2014, into 
the collusion of APA officials with the 
Department of Defense and the CIA 
to support torture. The report details 
extensive evidence of collusion. The 
APA revised its own ethical guidelines 
in order to facilitate collusion over and 
participation in torture by providing a 
set of very loose moral constraints on 
the participation of psychologists in 
interrogations. In doing so, the APA 
leaders were apparently motivated by 
the enormous financial benefits con-
ferred on the profession in the form of 
Department of Defense funding. The 
episode demonstrates well the fragility 
of morality. 

The authors of the report say in their 
conclusion:

We have heard from psychologists 
who treat patients for a living that 
they feel physically sick when they 
think about the involvement of 
psychologists intentionally using 
harsh interrogation techniques. 
This is the perspective of psycholo-
gists who use their training and 
skill to peer into the damaged and 
fragile psyches of their patients, to 
understand and empathize with 
the intensity of psychological pain 
in an effort to heal it. The prospect 
of a member of their profession 
using that same training and skill 
to intentionally cause psychologi-
cal or physical harm to a detainee 
sickens them. We find that per-
spective understandable. 

It is easy to imagine the psychologists 
who claim to be moral experts dismiss-
ing such a reaction as an unreliable 
“gut response” that must be overrid-
den by more sophisticated reason-
ing. But a thorough distrust of rapid, 
emotional responses might well leave 
human beings without a moral com-
pass sufficiently strong to guide them 
through times of crisis, when our judg-
ment is most severely challenged, or 
to compete with powerful nonmoral 
motivations.

From the Hoffman report and sup-
porting documents we learn that fol-
lowing the attacks of September 11, in 
December 2001 the APA adopted an 
emergency “Resolution on Terrorism” 
to encourage collaborations that would 
help psychologists fight terrorism. En-
tirely understandably, many academics 
at this time wanted to help to ensure 
that such a devastating atrocity could 
not occur again. The APA resolution re-
sulted in a meeting, in December 2001, 
at the home of Martin Seligman of “an 
international group of sixteen distin-
guished professors and intelligence 
personnel” to discuss responses to Is-
lamic extremism. Stephen Band, the 
chief of the Behavioral Science Unit at 
the FBI, later reported that “Seligman’s 
‘gathering’ produced an extraordinary 
document that is being channeled on 
high (very high).” 

Present at that initial meeting were 
Kirk Hubbard, the CIA’s chief of re-
search and analysis in the Opera-
tional Assessment Division, and James 
Mitchell, one of the two psychologists, 
along with Bruce Jessen, who became 
the chief architects of the CIA’s torture 
program, which they helped to carry 
out. This program was substantially 

Army Chief of Staff General George W. Casey with Martin Seligman,  

the founder of the Positive Psychology movement and developer of the theory  

of ‘learned helplessness,’ at the Comprehensive Soldier Fitness program  

at the University of Pennsylvania, Philadelphia, May 2009
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based on Seligman’s theory of “learned 
helplessness.” The theory played an im-
portant part in Mitchell’s intellectual 
formation. He cites it, for example, in a 
1984 article (based on research for his 
undergraduate thesis) on the failures of 
cognition that result from a depressive 
mood. With Seligman’s help, Mitchell 
introduced the theory to the military 
personnel who studied harsh interroga-
tion techniques. 

Seligman was invited to speak in 2002 
in San Diego on learned helplessness, 
at a conference sponsored by the Sur-
vival, Evasion, Resistance, and Es-
cape (SERE) program run by the Joint 
Personnel Recovery Agency (JPRA), 
a military agency under the auspices 
of the chairman of the Joint Chiefs of 
Staff. SERE offered training to both 
the DOD and the CIA when they began 
their detention programs. SERE was 
originally established to train pilots in 
how to survive if they were captured, 
including resisting torture. Its instruc-
tors therefore needed specialist exper-
tise in how to resist torture and this 
required knowledge of how to torture. 
Mitchell and Jessen served as psycholo-
gists in the SERE schools. Instruction 
about the theory of learned helpless-
ness became a mandatory part of this 
training.

Seligman maintains that he believed 
Mitchell and Jessen were interested in 
the condition of learned helplessness 
solely in order to facilitate resistance 
to torture. The authors of the Hoffman 
report do not find this plausible. They 
write: 

We think it would have been diffi-
cult not to suspect that one reason 
for the CIA’s interest in learned 
helplessness was to consider how it 
could be used in the interrogation 
of others. 

Learned helplessness proved imme-
diately to be ineffective as a means of 
obtaining human intelligence. This 
failure has been vividly described by 
the FBI interrogator Ali Soufan in his 
2011 book The Black Banners: The In-
side Story of 9/11 and the War Against 
al-  Qaeda, which gives an account of 
the severe torture of a previously co-
operative prisoner who was wrongly 
identified and who yielded no useful 
information after the torture began.

As described in the Senate Select 
Committee on Intelligence Report 
on the Central Intelligence Agency’s 
Detention and Interrogation Program, 
many techniques were tried on this pris-
oner, Abu Zubaydah, including sleep 
deprivation, keeping him in a freezing 
room and waterboarding him eighty-
three times, to the point that he was 
hysterical, vomiting, and ultimately 
“completely unresponsive, with bubbles 
rising through his open, full mouth.” 
The Senate Committee’s report makes 
clear that these “enhanced interrogation 
techniques” yielded no information that 
could not have been otherwise obtained 
and in many cases yielded faulty intel-
ligence on crucial intelligence issues. 

The Senate report also tells us that 
the CIA misrepresented the results of 
the program to policymakers and the 
Department of Justice, maintaining 
that it was obtaining “a high volume of 
critical intelligence.” In the case of two 
prisoners tortured by Mitchell—Abu 
Zubaydah and Khalid Sheikh Moham-

med—the CIA attributed to them the 
statement that “the general US popu-
lation was ‘weak’, lacked resilience, 
and would be unable to ‘do what was 
necessary’ to prevent the terrorists 
from succeeding in their goals.’” But 
the Senate report tells us: “There are 
no CIA operational or interrogation 
records to support the representation 
that KSM or Abu Zubaydah made 
these statements.” 

In spite of the clear lack of effective-
ness of their “enhanced interrogation 
techniques,” Jessen and Mitchell con-
tinued to apply them and were even-
tually paid $81 million for doing so. 
When the involvement of psychologists 
in interrogations in Guantánamo Bay 
and Iraq came to light in a New York 
Times article in late 2004, the APA as-
sembled a task force to look into it and 

issue ethical guidelines. In discussing 
their report, one board member, Diane 
Halpern, insisted they included a state-
ment asserting that torture was ineffec-
tive. The task force did not pursue the 
question of effectiveness and did not 
include a statement on it.

When the Senate Select Committee 
on Intelligence published its extensive 
report on official torture in December 
2014, Jonathan Haidt tweeted a link to 
an article by Matt Motyl, his former 
Ph.D. student, claiming that the report 
would not change anyone’s views on 
the morality or effectiveness of torture, 
owing to the phenomenon of cognitive 
bias, which distorts people’s assess-
ment of the relevant evidence. Motyl 
warned that none of us should assume 
that our beliefs about torture are based 
on facts. Nevertheless, there are estab-
lished facts. One of them is that psy-
chologists secured enormous financial 
gains by collaborating in official tor-
ture, while also having clear evidence 
that it was ineffective. 

This should be an important lesson 
concerning our moral frailty, one that 
should make us wary of conferring 
moral authority on sources that have 
no plausible claims to such author-
ity, such as scientists of human behav-
ior. Psychological expertise is a tool 
that can be used for good or ill. This 
applies as much to moral psychology 
as any other field of psychological re-
search. Expertise in teaching people to 
override their moral intuitions is only 
a moral good if it serves good ends. 
Those ends should be determined by 
rigorous moral deliberation.

Psychologists have long been essen-
tial to the military, performing valu-
able and humane functions, treating 
returning veterans, devising selection 
procedures, studying phenomena such 
as PTSD. But when the defense industry 
supplies hundreds of millions of dollars 
a year to support research (both basic 
and applied) that is related to military 
psychology, there is always a potential 
conflict of interest between supplying 
results that the military wants and pro-
ducing objective science. 

In August 2015, the psychologist 
Brian Nosek and 269 coauthors pub-
lished a report, “Estimating the Repro-
ducibility of Psychological Science,” on 
their attempts to replicate the conclu-
sions of one hundred studies published 
in papers in three social psychology 
journals. Only 39 percent of the repli-

cation attempts were successful. There 
has subsequently been widespread de-
bate about both faulty and fraudulent 
methods used by psychologists. Such 
findings cannot have been encouraging 
for the Department of Defense if it has 
entrusted our national security to this 
branch of science.

And it appears that to a certain 
extent it has. In his 2014 book Head 
Strong: How Psychology Is Revolution-
izing War, Michael Matthews—a pro-
fessor of engineering psychology at the 
United States Military Academy and 
former division head of the APA’s Divi-
sion 19, the Division for Military Psy-
chology—describes the way in which 
psychology has come to be seen as a 
critical tool in the global war on ter-
ror. The uses of social psychology and 
positive psychology, in particular, have 
come to be priorities for the military. 

This is in part, Matthews tells us, for 
the purposes of “winning hearts and 
minds” both at home and in the field 
of operations. He also describes one of 
the most important behavioral goals of 
the military as the creation of “adap-
tive killing.” He suggests that 

cognitive-  based therapy tech-
niques, which focus on eliminat-
ing irrational thoughts and beliefs, 
could be focused on changing a 
soldier’s belief structure regarding 
killing. These interventions could 
be integrated into immersive simu-
lations to promote the conviction 
that adaptive killing is permissible. 

A new initiative known as the Com-
prehensive Soldier Fitness program 
(CSF) was established in 2009 to explore 

ways of creating more resilient soldiers 
by helping them with the necessary 
psychological adjustments. Seligman 
devised for the military a metric for as-
sessing “resilience,” the Global Assess-
ment Tool (GAT). Positive Psychology 
thereby placed itself at the center of the 
military’s psychological programs. In 
2010, the University of Pennsylvania’s 
Positive Psychology Center (founded 
by Seligman) was awarded a $31 mil-
lion contract by the DOD. The Hoff-
man report tells us that critics argue 
that this was a reward for Seligman’s 
counterterrorism efforts. He denies 
this. According to Matthews’s book, 
high military officials believe that the 
skills of positive psychologists are in-
valuable in fostering soldier resilience 
and developing new forms of warfare.

But Matthews also reveals that the 
military is concerned about a “very 
liberal if not extremely leftist” orien-
tation among academic psychologists. 
He presents the relevant scale of val-
ues in sharply dichotomized terms: 
academics are promilitary or anti-
military. Some, he claims, “may view 
assisting the army as tantamount to 
engaging in homicide.” He tells us that 
when he attended the APA convention 
in 2007, he discovered that anger was 
often turned “toward any psycholo-
gist who was perceived as promilitary,” 
and singles out the example (the book 
was written before the Hoffman report 
was made public) of Seligman himself 
being accused of “assisting the mili-
tary in developing torture techniques 
by reverse-  engineering his concept 
of learned helplessness.” Matthews 
describes these accusations as “per-
sonal attacks” rooted in “antimilitary 
sentiment.” 

Matthews hopes, however, that the 
tools used by Positive Psychology, such 
as cognitive behavioral therapy and re-
silience training, can be employed to 
change the public culture more gener-
ally, including that of universities. Jon-
athan Haidt has repeatedly decried the 
lack of conservatives in the profession 
of social psychology. More recently, in 
an essay in The Atlantic, coauthored 
with Greg Lukianoff and entitled “The 
Coddling of the American Mind,” he 
recommended that students use thera-
pies derived from cognitive behavioral 
therapy to foster personal resilience. 
Such resilience is needed, they argue, 
to combat the culture of victimhood 
that appears to them to lie at the basis 
of campus protests over racism and sex-
ism. In an interview, Haidt elaborated: 

With each passing year, racial di-
versity and gender diversity, I be-
lieve, while still important, should 
become lower priorities, and with 
each passing year political di-
versity becomes more and more 
 important.

His priorities appear to align closely 
with those of the Department of De-
fense. And they are supported by his 
view of moral psychology. But we 
should be wary of accepting his pre-
scriptions as those of an independent 
moral expert, qualified to dispense 
sound ethical guidance. The discipline 
of psychology cannot equip its practi-
tioners to do that. 

Similarly, when Paul Bloom, in his 
own  Atlantic article, “The Dark Side of 
 Empathy,” warns us that empathy for 

Antonin Kratochvil: Homage to Abu Ghraib, 2006

V
II



41February 25, 2016

people who are seen as victims may be 
associated with violent, punitive ten-
dencies toward those in authority, we 
should be wary of extrapolating from 
his psychological claims a prescription 
for what should and should not be val-

ued, or inferring that we need a moral 
corrective to a culture suffering from a 
supposed excess of empathic feelings.

No psychologist has yet developed 
a method that can be substituted for 
moral refl ection and reasoning, for 

employing our own intuitions and prin-
ciples, weighing them against one an-
other and judging as best we can. This 
is necessary labor for all of us. We can-
not delegate it to higher authorities or 
replace it with handbooks. Humanly 

created suffering will continue to de-
mand of us not simply new “technolo-
gies of behavior” but genuine moral 
understanding. We will certainly not 
fi nd it in the recent books claiming the 
superior wisdom of psychology.  

To the Editors:

Steven Weinberg suggests, in “Eye on the 
Present—The Whig History of Science” 
[NYR, December 17, 2015], that historians 
of science may be permitted to view the 
past in terms of modern knowledge (called 
“whig history”), whereas others may not. 
This is because in science, we know who in 
the past was “right,” and who was “wrong,” 
whereas in religion, politics, and other so-
ciological areas, ultimate truths based upon 
scientific methodology and mathematical 
applications can never be decided.

But is this really true of science? Before 
the understanding of atomic energy and ra-
dioactivity, could a historian of science in 
the early 1900s declare that Lord Kelvin 
was wrong in his mathematical calculation 
of the age of the earth based upon thermo-
dynamic laws as 100 million years, as many 
recent historians of science have done? 
Weinberg implies that we now know these 
ultimate truths, and are thus in a position 
to objectively evaluate who was right and 
who was wrong in the past. But has this not 
been generally true throughout science’s 
past, and may not today’s scientific truths 
give way to further progress? Permit me an 
example from my own field.

When Edward Jenner developed vaccina-
tion for smallpox and Louis Pasteur gener-
alized this approach for other diseases, they 
did not know what was responsible. Then, 
in 1890, Emil von Behring and Shibasaburo 
Kitasato showed that specific antibodies are 
produced by immunization (or infection) to 
neutralize dangerous organisms and toxins. 
Paul Ehrlich then proposed that these an-
tibodies are spontaneously formed by cells 
and affixed to their surface; interaction with 
their specific pathogen or toxin will stimu-
late further production into the blood and 
thus protect the host from disease. Ehrlich 
shared the 1908 Nobel Prize for these stud-
ies, and his famous theory held sway for 
several decades. 

But then it became increasingly evident 
that such specific antibodies could be 
stimulated against a wide variety of even 
nontoxic substances, including synthetic 
chemical structures newly produced in the 
test tubes. Soon, the number of different 

antibodies found became so large as to 
defy any hint of a possible Darwinian evo-
lutionary basis. Ehrlich’s theory was cast 
aside as impossible. Over the following 
decades, various theories were advanced 
by such prominent figures as Felix Hau-
rowitz, Linus Pauling, and Macfarlane 
Burnet, involving the instruction by anti-

gen of how specific antibody structures are 
formed.

Surely any historian of immunology 
in the period from the 1920s to the 1960s 
would have applied his whiggish approach 
to a declaration that Paul Ehrlich had been 
wrong in his theory of antibody formation, 
for everyone knew that the genome could 
not have produced so large a repertoire of 
specific proteins. But with advances in mo-
lecular genetics, that same Macfarlane Bur-
net shifted gears, and advanced his clonal 
selection theory of antibody formation, 
substantially identical to Ehrlich’s original 
but long-disavowed concept. This is now 
the guiding paradigm in immunology, and 
the whig historian may once more suggest 
that Ehrlich was right all along!

Scientific understanding is a continuously 
advancing wave of knowledge, even in the 
physical sciences, and one cannot be certain 

that similar progress will not continue be-
yond the present day. Thus, today’s whig-
gish condemnations or validations of the 
historical past, based upon what we now 
believe, may change with tomorrow’s prog-
ress. Most history is still best understood 
in its own contemporary setting. Let us not 
be too harsh in dealing with Herbert But-
terfield’s critique of whig history. Perhaps 
a better quote from Butterfield might be: 
“History is not the study of origins; rather 
it is the analysis of all the mediations by 
which the past was turned into our pres-
ent.” The accent is on the “all”!

Arthur M. Silverstein
Emeritus Professor

Johns Hopkins Medical School
Falmouth, Massachusetts

Steven Weinberg  replies:

Arthur Silverstein makes an interesting 
point about whig history of science: that 
historians may have trouble judging who 
in the past was correct or incorrect because 
our present scientific knowledge may be 
wrong. Of course, no one thinks we know 
everything, but we do know some things. 
To go back to the example in my article, it 
has been known for centuries that, about 
the solar system, Copernicus was right 
against the adherents of Ptolemy, and 
Newton was right against the followers of 
Descartes. Knowing this, the historian can 
appreciate the power of aesthetic judgment 
in the work of Copernicus, and of math-
ematical creativity and philosophical open- 
mindedness in the work of Newton. 

Silverstein is right that progress will con-
tinue in science (at least, I hope so). But 
some judgments won’t change. Indeed, 
since the downfall of the phlogiston theory 
of fire and the caloric theory of heat in the 
nineteenth century, there has been no gen-
erally accepted theory in the exact sciences 
that has turned out to be simply wrong. The 
calculation of the age of the earth and sun 
by Lord Kelvin, mentioned by Silverstein, 
is not a good counterexample, even though 
Kelvin’s ages are now known to be much 
too short. His results were never generally 
accepted, but were vigorously contested by 

geologists, and by biologists who needed 
more time for the evolution of life. Kel-
vin himself realized that the earth and sun 
could be older than he had calculated if 
“some new sources [of heat], now unknown 
to us, were prepared in the great storehouse 
of Creation.” He did not then know of the 
nuclear reactions that replenish the heat of 
the earth and sun, but he did take the trou-
ble to estimate the heat contributed to the 
sun through its collisions with meteors.

This is not to say that, once a successful 
theory is well established, our understand-
ing of it will then never change. With the 
advent of special and general relativity, it 
became clear that Newton’s theories of mo-
tion and gravitation are approximations, 
valid for bodies moving much slower than 
light in gravitational fields that are not too 
strong. But this did not make Newton’s 
work a mistake, or revive Descartes’s. Just 
the opposite—relativity theory explained 
why Newton’s theory works, when it does 
work. In future, relativity theory will doubt-
less in turn experience a similar reinterpre-
tation, possibly in terms of string theory, 
but this will not change our whiggish appre-
ciation of Einstein’s success. 

Silverstein also attributes to me the view 
that while historians of science may be whig-
gish, others may not. I didn’t intend in my 
article to deny the opportunity of whiggery 
to anyone, but it is true that I don’t see how 
it can work in the history of art. Some years 
ago Richard Rorty attacked me for this, as 
follows: “Does he really want to disagree 
with those who think that poets and artists 
stand on the shoulders of their predeces-
sors, and accumulate knowledge about how 
to write poems and paint  pictures?” 

Yes, I do disagree. I don’t think that poets 
and artists knew more about their craft 
in the twentieth century than in the nine-
teenth. Wonderful as were some twentieth- 
century poems and pictures, I don’t know 
of any that were superior to the work, say, 
of Keats or Manet. Of course, this is a mat-
ter of taste, an issue that can’t be settled 
by the sort of investigation that settled the 
age of the earth. But that is precisely why a 
whig interpretation makes sense in the his-
tory of science, in ways that it does not in 
the history of art.

LETTERS

BYTING THE

To the Editors:

Regarding Sue Halpern’s review of books 
about Steve Jobs [NYR, February 11]:

I had one, albeit long- distance, encounter 
with Steve Jobs. I had come to the conclu-
sion that the Apple logo with the bite out of 
the apple was a “pun.” A byte in computer 
lingo is eight bits, where a bit is one on–off 
unit of information. Things are often coded 
in bytes. So I asked Walter Isaacson, the au-
thor of Steve Jobs, to ask Jobs himself. He 
replied as follows: 

I asked Steve Jobs this, and also about 
my daughter’s belief (shared by oth-
ers) that the bitten apple was an hom-

age to Turing. I have a graph about it 
in the intro of the book and a little bit 
more in the section on the logo design. 
As for a nod to Turing, he said that he 
wished they’d been clever enough to 
think of that, but they didn’t. As for 
the bite, he said they first looked at it 
without a bite, but it kept looking like a 
cherry to him; the bite made it look like 
an apple.

As for why he chose the apple as a name: 
he and Steve Wozniak were working on 
an apple commune at the time. Jobs liked 
the friendly sound of Apple as a computer 
name. Friendly and a bit quirky, caus-
ing people to take notice and be slightly 
amused. Plus it got them in front of Atari in 
the phone book.

Jeremy Bernstein
Aspen, Colorado

A BETTER CURE FOR 
MENTAL ILLNESS

To the Editors:

The past horrors of some shuttered institu-
tions are undeniable, but we must also rec-
ognize the disturbing realities of the pres-
ent. There are over one million individuals 
who have serious mental illness warehoused 
in our nation’s jails and prisons—many 
committed nonviolent crimes. A quarter-
million more are homeless. Some of these 
individuals—and others—cannot care for 
themselves, they deny or are unaware of 
the severity of their illness, or they present 
a danger to themselves and others. In the 
Journal of the American Medical Association, 
we argued that for some of these seriously 
ill patients psychiatric asylum is warranted.

In their essay “Under Lock and Key: 
How Long?” [NYR, December 17, 2015], 

Aryeh Neier and David J. Rothman distort 
our position, claiming that we endorse cus-
todial and abusive “closed institutions” of 
the past, and imply that we want unjust in-
stitutionalization of mentally ill persons in 
perpetuity. Importantly, Neier and Roth-
man offer little in the way of new solutions 
to a deepening mental health crisis.

We used the word “asylum” to refer to its 
etymologically correct meaning as a place 
of sanctuary for vulnerable persons. We 
do not, as Neier and Rothman assert, “give 
asylums priority over community settings.” 
We urged a full spectrum of mental health 
services. Indeed, we specifically argued that 
“asylums are a necessary but not sufficient 
component of a reformed spectrum of psy-
chiatric services.”

Like any medical condition, for mental 
illness there is a spectrum of severity that 
demands a congruent and gapless range 
of clinical approaches and settings. The 
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majority of persons with serious mental ill-
ness should be treated in their community. 
In fact, one of us (Emanuel) has stated that 
individuals with chronic mental health con-
ditions should receive the equivalent of VIP 
care. This hardly sounds like an idea Neier 
and Rothman would attribute to us.

When Neier and Rothman quote the 
Supreme Court’s Olmstead decision, they 
do so very selectively. Justice Ruth Bader 
Ginsberg wrote, “Nothing in the ADA 
[Americans with Disabilities Act] or its 
implementing regulations condones termi-
nation of institutional settings for persons 
unable to handle or benefit from commu-
nity settings.” Justice Anthony Kennedy 
warned of the potential “tragedy” in driv-
ing “those in need of medical care and 
treatment out of appropriate care and into 
settings with too little assistance and super-
vision.” Advocates like Neier and Rothman 
conveniently ignore these  admonitions. 

In these very pages, Oliver Sacks also 
endorsed the asylum—in exactly the same 
sense we used the word. He described the 
promise of recovery from serious mental 
illness for people who live, for a time, in 
therapeutic communities. Unfortunately, at 
around $20,000 a month, such high-quality 
care is often available only to the one per-
cent. These models should be brought to 
scale through public and private partner-
ships for anyone who needs them. 

Finally, we agree with Neier and Roth-
man that the Affordable Care Act marks 
an important step forward. But without sig-
nificant reform that encourages integration, 
behavioral health care will remain separate 
and unequal in our modern clinics.

Dominic Sisti, Ph.D.
University of Pennsylvania
Philadelphia, Pennsylvania

Ezekiel Emanuel, MD, Ph.D.
University of Pennsylvania
Philadelphia, Pennsylvania

Aryeh Neier and  
David J. Rothman  reply:

We are pleased that Sisti and Emanuel’s 
letter states what the original article did 
not: the “past horrors” of mental hospitals. 
They equivocate by using the term “shut-
tered institutions” and seem to believe that 
defining an asylum as a “sanctuary” side-
steps the grim history. It helps them avoid 
confronting the implications of compulsory 
commitment, hardly the way people usually 
enter a sanctuary. These language ambi-
guities deserve emphasis because nowhere 
do they offer recommendations to prevent 
modern- day asylums from sooner or later 
resembling their predecessors. Confining 
disabled people to sealed- off spaces is al-
most certain to be accompanied by inad-
equate funding and weak monitoring. Call 
them what you will, but as we wrote, out of 
sight is out of mind.

In their letter, they say there are a million 
persons with serious mental illness in jails 
and prisons and imply that they advocate 
confinement of these persons in asylums. In 
their article, they included those with “sub-
stance abuse disorder,” which accounts for 
a lot of prisoners. Also in their article, they 
referred to about ten million “seriously 
mentally ill” persons in the United States. 
They were not clear whether all these are 
their candidates for confinement in asy-
lums. For any significant portion, the ex-
penses would be staggering. 

They cite three psychiatric institutions fa-
vorably where the average cost per inmate 
exceeds $250,000 a year. Apparently recog-
nizing that such costs are insupportable on 
a large scale, they advocate instead asylums 
that would be “safe, modern, and humane.” 
This omits treatment to help inmates leave 
and live freely, suggesting long- term—per-

haps life long—custodial institutions, like 
the asylums of the past. 

Sisti and Emanuel recognize the need to 
provide out patient services and say they do 
not advocate “dismantling of community 
mental health services.” Far from “disman-
tling” those services, there is a need for 
many more. Do they imagine that funds 
will be available both to build and oper-
ate new asylums and to provide extensive 
community health services? We advocate 
focusing resources on out patient services, 
not re inventing the asylum.

They quarrel with our citation of the 
Supreme Court’s Olmstead decision. We 
pointed out that Justice Ginsburg’s opinion 
for the Court “was hardly a radical holding. 
It did not require that people be released 
from institutions over the objections of 
treatment professionals or patients; also 
such release was made contingent on the 
resources available to the state.”

They do not mention our assertion that 
deinstitutionalization of the developmen-

tally disabled has been more successful 
than of the mentally ill. We attribute this to 
greater provision of community services to 
the developmentally disabled. This suggests 
the value of focusing on such services.

If Sisti and Emanuel are committed to 
community services, why didn’t they in-
clude a discussion of the Affordable Care 
Act in their article? Indeed, why not use 
the influence of the Journal of the American 

Medical Association to promote outpatient 
care instead of the chimera of bringing back 
the asylum?

CORRECTIONS

In the February 11 issue, in Darryl Pinck-
ney’s review of Ta-Nehisi Coates’s Between 

the World and Me, Prince Jones was killed 
in 2000 in Fairfax County, Virginia, not in 
suburban Maryland in 1993. George Jack-
son was shot trying to escape from San 
Quentin Prison, not Soledad.

In David Maraniss’s “The Collision Sport 
on Trial,” current estimates are that nearly 
30 percent of all NFL players will suffer 
some form of dementia over the next sixty-
five years, not by the time the players are 
sixty-five.

We have been informed by the Ted 
Hughes Estate that Sylvia Plath’s writings 
are not part of the estate as stated in Janet 
Malcolm’s review in the February 11 issue. 
Ted Hughes made a gift to Frieda and Nich-
olas Hughes of their mother’s copyright, 
several years before his death, at the sug-
gestion of his wife, Carol. Frieda Hughes 
has been the sole copyright holder since the 
death of her brother in 2009.
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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.

EXCELLENT MASSAGE by Attractive Asian Female—

Midtown Eastside (646) 515-2858. healthandbeauty1618@

gmail.com.

SACRED EROTIC . . .with Zeus’ Darlins’. Incredible Light-

ness of Touch. Private, safe, tasteful. Greenwich Village. 

(212) 337-9665. www.zeusdarlins.com.

IS THERE SOMETHING YOU NEED TO SAY? I am a deep 

listener. www.unburden.net.

PERSONALS

PRIVATE DATING CLUB seeks attractive, successful 

gentlemen aged 30s–60s+ interested in meeting and dat-

ing beautiful women . . .you should be open to enjoying a 

lasting relationship if you meet the right person. Apply w/ 

bio and photo via email: Phoebe@SEIClub.com. 

BRIGHTEN YOUR SPIRITS with this cheerful, green-

eyed beauty. In her 40s, successful, delightful, seeks man 

47–70 for love, laughter, and romance. Reply to: Phoebe@

SEIClub.com.

EDUCATED, ELEGANT, ENTHUSIASTIC Manhattan Lady 

with Chaplin sense of humor up for arts, opera—beach and 

some golf—seeking special gentleman (late 60s–70s)—a 

nice guy. CStein3981@aol.com.

FIFTY SHADES OF GREY. Sincere, educated, fit, intellec-

tual, accomplished male artist, seeks woman for fantasy, 

role-playing, erotic sport/game fun. 50shadesofjoyand 

fun@mail.com.

SEEKING ADVENTURESOME PHILANTHROPIST  

to participate in movie project and passionate love affair. 

ArtesianWells@optonline.net.

RETIRED, PROFESSIONAL GENTLEMAN, Vienna-born, 

multilingual, Jewish faith, seeks kind, very bright, pleasant 

to the eye, inquisitive mind, life-long learning desire, enjoys 

life; greater NY area. NYR Box 67200. 

SAN FRANCISCO DWM, 78, 6’0”, vegetarian, nondrinker/

nonsmoker, humorous, American, Sanders/Warren pro-

gressive, ex-philosophy instructor, world-distributed poet 

author, neo-Advaita Vedantist-ish, seeks female monoga-

mous intimacy/marriage. Your letter/recent photo get mine. 

NYR Box 66503.

70-YR-OLD MALE ACADEMIC interested in meeting a 

Russian or European intelligent, romantic woman in NYC. 

e-mail theory12345@icloud.com.

SLIM, FIT PSYCHIATRIST AND WRITER, mother of two, 

age 49, seeks compatible partner for intellectual, physical, 

and emotional companionship. smahler@mindspring.com.

WJF—INCORRIGIBLE ROMANTIC, possibly foolishly op-

timistic—music lover, travel enthusiast, “people person”—

seeking 80ish mensch, sense of humor, passion for life!! 

NYR Box 67201. 

INTERNATIONAL  
RENTALS

PARIS ÎLE ST-LOUIS, modernized luxury triplex, circa 

1640. Quiet, light-filled, 20’ original beamed cathedral ceil-

ing, wood burning fireplace, modern kitchen, washer/dryer, 

dishwasher, a/c, WiFi, TV, CD, sleeps 4, maid service, non-

smokers, photos: frenchiedoc@q.com.

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 (SQUARE BERLIOZ—9th arr.), WiFi, 3BR/2Bth, 

beautiful full-floor condo, 4th floor, elevator. www.paris 

flat4u.com. Tel.: (415) 922-8888.

THE NEW YORK REVIEW

OF BOOKS

Black water-resistant poly-canvas 

Bag with Red or Black Logo

"D). Made in the USA.

THE NEW YORK REVIEW OF BOOKS

$23.95 
plus shipping

For NYR Boxes only 

send replies to:

NYR Box ______________
The New York Review of Books
435 Hudson Street, Suite 300
New York, NY 10014-3994

49¢

The Classifieds

To place an ad or for other inquiries:  
email: classified@nybooks.com 
tel: (212) 293-1630. 
You may also place an ad through our 
website at www.nybooks.com/classifieds/

Classified Department 
The New York Review of Books 
435 Hudson St., Suite 300 
New York, NY 10014-3994

All contents subject to Publisher’s approval. 
Publisher reserves the right to reject or can-
cel, at its sole discretion, any advertising at 
any time in The New York Review of Books or 
on our website. The advertiser and/or adver-
tising agency, if any, agree to indemnify the 
Publisher against any liability or expense re-
sulting from claims or suits based on the con-
tents or subject matter of the advertisement, 
including, without limitation, claims or suits 
for libel, violation of rights of privacy, plagia-
rism, copyright or trademark infringement, 
or unauthorized use of the name, likeness, 
statement or work of any person.

Letters to the Editor: editor@nybooks.com. All other 
correspondence: The New York Review of Books, 435 
Hudson Street, Suite 300, New York, NY 10014-3994; 
mail@nybooks.com. Please include a mailing address 
with all correspondence. We accept no responsibility 
for unsolicited manuscripts.

Subscription Services: www.nybooks.com/customer-
service or The New York Review of Books, P.O. Box 
9310, Big Sandy, TX, 75755-9310, or e-mail nyrsub@
nybooks.info. In the US, call toll-free 800-354-0050. 
Outside the US, call 903-636-1101. Subscription rates: 
US, one year $74.95; in Canada, $95; elsewhere, $115.  

Advertising: To inquire please call 212-757-8070, or 
fax 212-333-5374.

Copyright © 2016, NYREV, Inc. All rights reserved. 
Nothing in this publication may be reproduced with-
out the permission of the publisher. The cover date 
of the next issue will be March 10, 2016.

Subscribe to The New York Review of Books®

on the Web: www.nybooks.com



February 25, 2016 43

PARIS ST. GERMAIN (6°)—lovely top floor, elevator, well 

furnished, ideal for two, max three, people. nicoletta.nicola@ 

tin.it.

FRANCE, BURGUNDY—19th-century house near Chablis, 

Sancerre, Vezelay, Loire Valley. $1,200 USD /week. gallo@

princeton.edu. www.houseinburgundy.com.

FRANCE, DORDOGNE—Privately sited, beautifully re-

stored, 18th-century stone farmhouse. Antiques, mod-

ern amenities, saltwater pool. 28 bucolic acres of woods, 

meadow, orchards, stream. Charming nearby villages. 

Sleeps 4. Weekly. (212) 772-2030 ; judith@terrafilms.org ; 

www.gaurenne.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: Bright, quiet, spacious apartment. WiFi. Elevator. 

Metro San Giovanni. Walk to major visitor sites. 2 double 

bedrooms, 2 baths. $950/week. www.casacleme.com. 

(212) 867-0489. lm603@columbia.edu.

ROME. PIAZZA DEL POPOLO. Charming furnished flat. 

2BR (one small), large kitchen/dining room, 1 bathroom. 

WiFi, TV, dishwasher. 4th floor with elevator. Air condition-

ing. Nice view on the churches of Piazza del Popolo . €700 

weekly and €1,800 monthly. For photos and details contact 

benedetta.craveri@tiscali.it.

SUMMER RENTAL

BEAUTIFUL, HISTORIC FARMHOUSE in Dutchess 

County, Rhinebeck/Milan area, available for summer 

rental for full summer season, July 1–August 31, 2016. 

House sits on large acreage, private and tranquil; 4 bed-

room, 3.5 baths; large screen-porch and separate sun-

porch. Two fireplaces, gourmet kitchen, double-oven; 

Sub-Zero fridge. WiFi throughout. Swimming pool, boat-

ing pond. House and land in perfect condition. Must see. 

No pets/no smoking, $30,000 for full season. Principals 

only. Contact Kathy Hayes kathyhayesassc@aol.com or 

(845) 758-8229.

VACATION RENTAL
MID-COAST MAINE HOME on Lake Damariscotta; weekly 

($2,100); monthly ($8,000); link to online images available 

upon request; afmuri@gmail.com.

INTERNATIONAL  
REAL ESTATE

FLORENCE, ITALY. Prestigious flat for sale in historic 

building in the center of Florence, first floor, “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, ward-

robe, drawing and reading rooms, studio, 2-story library, 

large hall, dining room, fully equipped. For inquiries,  

giuochi1@yahoo.com.

REAL ESTATE
UNIQUE HOME IN BERKSHIRES for imaginative or cre-

ative person. Spacious, sensitively converted historic 

church; private setting, 3 bedrooms, 3 baths, with 2-story 

living room and great room perfect for artist or musician’s 

studio, or entertaining. Easy 2 1/2 hours from NYC or Bos-

ton, near Tanglewood, Shakespeare and Co., Jacob’s Pil-

low, and other cultural venues. Close to skiing and golf. 

Suitable for weekend, vacation, or all-year home. For pho-

tos, price, and contact: www.millriversteeple.com. 

BOOKS

BOOKS WANTED

BOOK SEARCH. Old, rare, and out-of-print books. Marsha 

J. Shapiro: (212) 595-4219 ; mshap10424@aol.com.

FURNITURE WANTED

MARKETPLACE 

PETS
FREE TWO AKC REG MALE AND FEMALE ENGLISH 

BULLDOGS TO A GOOD HOME. IF INTERESTED CON-

TACT: seanirish6@gmail.com.

MISCELLANEOUS
THIS COULD BE ONE OF THE MOST important websites 

you ever see: www.ecoideaman.com.

WE BUY MID-CENTURY FURNITURE
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Prices above do not include shipping and handling. 

To US addresses only.

TO ORDER, call 646-215-2500, or shop 

online at www.readerscatalog.com

READER DUCK

his 4" x 3" x 3" squeaky duck loves to 

read while floating in the water. . . or sitting

on a desk or bookshelf. Made in Spain of

latex and hand-painted with non-toxic paint.

Not recommended for Ages 3 and under.

#05-RD989 • $9.95

STUDENT LAP DESK

his lap desk makes homework a tad easier 

on every scholar. While we like all the lap 

desks we offer, we enjoy this one for its fun 

color and that it is a little lighter in weight 

(1lb) and smaller (15¼" x 12¼"), but it 

still does the job. Has a carrying notch and

a spot on the top to place your thumb drive.

Two micro-fleece bolster pads filled with 

microbeads are on the bottom and provide 

comfort and balance.

#05-SLDB5 • Blue (shown) • $19.95

#05-SLBLA • Black • $19.95

BATTLESHIP PIRATES

A new spin on the classic game of battleship

using magnetic ships and an erasable grid 

for marking where a ship is hit. he goal is 

to outsmart your opponent and be the first 

to sink all of the opposing ships. Two dif-

ferent levels of ability. Develops math and 

language skills, use of coordinates and doc-

umentation all in very simple, joyful play!

For 2 players. Ages 4 and up.

#05-BSHPP • $24.95

LIGHT GATHERING MAGNIFIER

his crafted acrylic 4x magnifier intensifies 

the light passing through it, making the 

magnified subject nearly four times brighter 

without bulbs or batteries. Glide it over any

surface. he magnifier is 3½" in diameter and

comes with or without a round walnut base. 

#05-M89LS • $72.50 

#05-M89WB • with walnut base • $87.50

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.
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To advert i se  a  ga l lery  

or  museum exhibi t ion in  

The New York Review ’ s 
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p lease  contact  

ga l lery@nybooks .com  

or  (212)  293-1630.

e-mail your ad

E-mail your ad along with name,  

address, daytime phone number,  

and payment information.  

We will conirm your order within  

one business day.
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From time to time, we make our sub-
scriber list available to companies that 
sell goods and services by mail that 
we believe would interest our readers. 
If you would rather not receive such 
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The New York Review of Books

435 Hudson Street, Suite 300

New York, NY 10014-3994

e-mail: listrental@nybooks.com

fax: (212) 333-5374

THE NEW YORK REVIEW OF BOOKS

THE NEW YORK REVIEW

OF BOOKS

$15 each 

plus shipping



A Survival Guide to the 
Misinformation Age
Scientif ic Habits of Mind

DAVID J. HELFAND

“An impassioned plea for science 

literacy . . . the right book at the right 

time with the right message. Read it 

now. The future of our civilization may 

depend on it.” 

—Neil deGrasse Tyson, astrophysicist, 

American Museum of Natural History

� e Wheel
Inventions and Reinventions

RICHARD W. BULLIET

"An extraordinary account, with novel 

interpretations that might generate 

debate among the experts, but also 

fantastic details that any reader can 

enjoy. Bulliet examines histories and 

geographies from across the world, all 

seen with the eye of the wheel, thereby 

often rendering the familiar strange."

— Saskia Sassen, author of Expulsions

� e End of Progress
Decolonizing the Normative 
Foundations of Critical Theory

AMY ALLEN

"In this courageous and path-breaking 

text, Allen challenges critical theory 

to live up to its own pretensions and 

begin to decolonize itself, starting 

with its still insui  ciently interrogated 

foundational Euro-progressivist 

assumptions." 

—Charles Mills, Northwestern University

Why America 
Misunderstands 
the World
National Experience and Roots 
of Misperception

PAUL R. PILLAR

“A formidable and infl uential scholar 

o� ers a fresh and distinctive take on 

the idea that U.S. foreign policy is 

ultimately an expression of ‘us’ rather 

than ‘them.’” 

—Andrew Bacevich, Boston University, 

author of The Limits of Power: The End 

of American Exceptionalism

Practice Extended
Beyond Law and Literature

ROBERT A. FERGUSON

"In an age in which the value of the 

humanities is under attack, Robert 

A. Ferguson’s Practice Extended 

reminds us of how much literature 

and literary criticism can contribute 

to our understanding of law, judges, 

and judging. No one, whether lawyer 

or ordinary citizen, can read this book 

and not feel both challenged and 

enlightened." 

—Paul Kahn, author of Finding 

Ourselves at the Movies and Political 

Theology

New York’s Yiddish 
� eater
From the Bowery to Broadway

EDITED BY EDNA NAHSHON

This remarkable history recounts the 

comedians, playwrights, and designers 

who turned the Lower East Side into 

an entertainment hot spot and forever 

changed American culture.

New York’s Yiddish Theater: 

From the Bowery to Broadway 

will accompany a major exhibition 

of the same name at the Museum 

of the City of New York, which 

opens on March 9, 2016.

A History of Virility
ALAIN CORBIN, 

JEAN-JACQUES COURTINE, 

GEORGES VIGARELLO, 

EDS.

Translated by Keith Cohen

“A sweeping history of masculinity 

in the tradition of Ariès and Duby’s 

A History of Private Life that 

complements and enriches English-

language perspectives on gender 

and sexuality.”

—Lewis Seifert, Brown University

32-page color insert

Sexual Politics
KATE MILLETT

Foreword by Catharine A. MacKinnon

Afterword by Rebecca Mead

A new edition of the earthshaking 

work that exposed the subjugation of 

women in culture and life.

“Supremely entertaining to read, 

brilliantly conceived, overwhelming 

in its arguments, breathtaking in its 

command of history and literature.”

—New York Times

REVIEW OF THE PREVIOUS EDITION


